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ABSTRACT
A STUDY OF PRESERVICE TEACHERS’ CONSTRUCTION OF
UNDERSTANDINGS ABOUT EFFECTIVE MIDDLE LEVEL LITERACY 
INSTRUCTION
Name: Mary Catherine Geraghty
University of Dayton, 2001
Advisor: Patricia Hart, Ph.D.
This thesis is a descriptive qualitative research study of the development 
of understandings about effective middle level literacy instruction of six third year, 
second semester undergraduate preservice teachers, five of whom are pursuing 
licensure in middle childhood education and one in special education at a 
Catholic, Midwestern university. The purposes of the study were: 1) To link 
current middle level literacy research and practices with accepted principles and 
standards of reading and writing instruction in order to categorize certain 
practices of literacy instruction as effective, 2) To understand the effect of a 
semester of courses in reading and language arts instruction that include a field 
experience component on preservice teacher understandings of middle level 
literacy instruction, and 3) compare the understandings of the preservice 
teachers based on the middle level organizational structure of the schools in 
which their field experience took place. The participants took part in interviews 
and classroom observations, as well as completed classroom reflections and 
course assignments to provide data for the study. The results of this study
iii
indicate that the university courses had an equal or greater influence on the 
participants’ understandings about literacy instruction, and that the school 
organizational structure that emphasized principles and practices of effective 
middle schools had a positive influence on the preservice teachers’ development 
of understandings about effective middle level literacy instruction.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION
Reflect back on your own experiences as a middle school aged student. 
What were some of the characteristics of the most effective teachers? Were they 
engaging and inspiring, strict or lax? Students and colleagues recognize 
effective teaching in teachers as it occurs, and become touched, moved, and 
changed because of its effects. Adolescents, in particular, depend on effective 
teaching to guide their decisions as they develop into young adults (NMSA, 
1996). In addition, teacher accountability is a current topic in education today, 
and teachers must know and be able to meet the criteria for effective teaching of 
reading and writing (IRA/NCTE, 1996). Therefore, it is vital that all teachers both 
demonstrate and discuss practices considered most effective in reaching all
students.
Background of the Problem and Purposes of the Study
Reading and writing instruction have always been topics of intense 
discussions, but until recently the focus has been disproportionately directed 
towards early and emergent literacy (Moje, Young, Readence, & Moore, 2000). 
Due in large part to the efforts of the International Reading Association, the 
research focus has increasingly shifted to include adolescent literacy (Vacca, 
1998). Presently, high standards of literacy performance are expected of those
2entering the workforce (Moore, Bean, Birdyshaw, & Ricyk, 1996; Vacca, 1998). 
Young adolescents must emerge from the classroom prepared to meet those 
challenges as they move toward young adulthood. The International Reading 
Association’s and National Council of Teachers of English’s Standards for the 
English Language Arts (1996) states, “To participate fully in society and the 
workplace in 2020, citizens will need powerful literacy abilities that until now have 
been achieved by only a small percentage of the population...Being literate in 
contemporary society means being active, critical, and creative users not only of 
print and spoken language but also of the visual language” (p.5). Therefore, 
students who are adequately prepared by teachers in school will have a better 
chance to succeed in our highly literate society (Braunger & Lewis, 1997).
High standards and high stakes testing measures have been put in place 
to assess student and teacher achievement in many areas across the country 
(Schmoker & Marzano, 1999). In the state of Ohio, testing takes place in fourth, 
sixth, and ninth grades, putting a tremendous amount of pressure on teachers at
the middle level to insure student success on the tests. These teachers must be
aware of and practice effective teaching of reading and writing in order for their
students to be successful on the tests.
It is both difficult and necessary to define particular practices as effective 
in reading and writing instruction. Roberts, Putney, Ogletree, and McNinch 
(1999) state, “Effective literacy educators are successful at many levels;
3diversity, pedagogy, skill and strategy knowledge, assessment and diagnosis, 
and motivation” (p.57). Extensive research has been done on effective literacy 
instruction at every educational level, in particular early literacy instruction, in the 
last century (Wharton-McDonald, Pressley, & Hampston, 1998). It can be difficult 
to sort through all of the information available to arrive at a working definition of 
effective middle level literacy instruction. One purpose of this study is to link 
current middle level literacy research and practices with accepted principles and 
standards of reading and writing instruction in order to categorize certain 
practices as effective.
The International Reading Association and the National Council of 
Teachers of English jointly published a list of 12 Standards for the English 
Language Arts in 1996 (see Appendix A). These standards are intended as a 
guide for teachers, districts, and teacher education programs to use in 
discussions regarding curriculum reform and the connection between evaluation 
and learning in reading and writing (Faust & Kieffer, 1998). Ideally, effective 
teachers of literacy are aware of these standards and attempt to align their 
curriculum with them (Schmoker & Marzano, 1999). According to IRA/NCTE, 
teachers should, “recognize their students, themselves, their goals, and their 
daily endeavors in this document; so, too, will they be inspired, motivated, and 
provoked to reevaluate some of what they do in class” (NCTE/IRA, 1996, p. 24). 
It is not expected that teachers follow these standards as a checklist. Rather,
4teachers should use them as a guide for discussions, curriculum decisions, and 
evaluation. Moje et al. (2000) explain, “Linking practices with principles guides 
actions and is an ecologically sound way to handle claims of best practice and 
what works in adolescent literacy” (p. 403). By linking the Standards for the 
English Language Arts with practices of current teachers of middle level literacy, 
this study will seek to understand more fully the nature of effective literacy
instruction.
Due to this movement to link practices and principles (Moje et al., 2000) 
and the movement towards teacher accountability, preservice teachers of literacy 
are more commonly witnessing literacy curriculum aligned with local and national 
standards. These teacher “candidates” should be instructed in ways that will 
allow them to effectively meet literacy standards as professional educators 
(Lasley, 2000). The Standards for the English Language Arts can be used to 
“prompt reflection and discussion about the assumptions underlying classroom 
practice” (Fayst & Kieffer, 1998, p. 543), and will be used in this manner for the 
purposes of this study.
Teacher education programs have used a variety of approaches to 
prepare literacy educators, from university-based coursework to field based 
professional development schools. Recent research supports a field-based 
model of teacher education (Linek, et al, 1999), although there are discrepancies 
in the research as to how immersed in the field the preservice teachers should
5become, completely or as one aspect to their coursework (Boyd, Boll, Brawner, & 
Villaume, 1998; Harlin, 1999; Rikard & Beacham, 1992). Willard-Holt and 
Bottomley (2000) clarify the essential aspect of an effective field experience: “In 
order for field experiences to have the greatest impact on preservice teachers, 
the connection between coursework and the field experience must be clear” 
(p.85). Teacher education programs are relying on field-based curriculums to 
challenge preservice teachers’ beliefs about literacy education and keep them 
aligned with current trends. In support of field experiences for preservice 
teachers, Linek, et al (1999) state, “Applying beliefs and practices in authentic 
settings allows preservice teachers to confirm and strengthen the philosophies 
that they begin to develop in university-based methods courses” (p. 380). 
Through field experiences, preservice teachers of literacy should be exposed to a 
variety of teaching methods, predominately effective literacy teaching methods 
modeled by effective literacy teachers (Jacobson, 1999). A goal for this study is 
to understand the influence of a semester of integrated reading and language 
arts method courses on preservice teachers’ understandings of effective middle 
level literacy instruction. The courses are designed for third year, second 
semester middle childhood education majors and incorporate a field experience 
component as part of the curriculum.
Preservice middle school teachers must understand the critical role of
literacy development during early adolescence as they develop their
6understandings of effective literacy instruction. It is vital that children between 
the ages of nine and fourteen develop an appreciation of literacy and learning 
and understand the essential role it will hold in their lives as independent adults 
(Toepfer, 1990). Therefore, preservice teachers of early adolescents must enter 
the profession with the skills, attitudes, and values that will allow them to assist 
students in grades four to nine in their literacy development (Boyd, et al, 1998).
As more research is published on the most effective way to educate 
children at this stage of development, schools have adopted a wide variety of 
models (NMSA, 1996). Students in grades four to nine can be educated in 
traditional elementary schools, which can contain grades kindergarten to sixth 
grade; junior high schools, which typically contain grades seven to nine; 
“elemiddle” schools (Hough, 1995), which contain kindergarten to eighth grade, 
but the upper grades operate as a middle school or junior high school; or middle 
schools, which typically contain grades six to eight. In This We Believe: 
Developmental^ Responsive Middle Schools, the National Middle School 
Association outlines 12 characteristics of developmentally responsive middle 
schools based on current research (see Appendix B). This document is “not 
presumed to be all-inclusive or definitive, nor does it offer a specific blueprint for 
the ‘ideal’ middle level school” (NMSA, 1996, p.2). These 12 characteristics can 
be used to define an effective middle school environment because they “call 
attention to essentials of both philosophy and practice” (NMSA, 1996, p.2).
7These characteristics will be used in this study to describe the various middle 
level schools studied. In addition, there is a lack of research on the relationship 
of various middle school organizational structures and effective education of 
young adolescents. Therefore, the preservice students in this study will be placed 
in various structures for the purposes of comparing the influence their experience 
has on their understanding of young adolescent literacy.
Significance of the Research
Standards based education is part of the present state of our education 
system and will be into the near future. It is vital that teachers entering the 
profession in the 21st century are able to meet the expectations for themselves
as teachers and their students. The research described in the review of the
literature focuses on field based teacher preparation and standards based 
education separately. In order to provide teacher education programs with the 
knowledge base to prepare teachers effectively, the link between standards 
based education and field based teacher preparation must be clearly defined. 
When the need for effective practice in preservice literacy instruction is combined
with the lack of research on the effectiveness of various middle school models,
the significance of this study becomes apparent.
Research Question
The research question for this study was: How do third year preservice 
teachers who are enrolled in a semester of three language arts courses taken
8simultaneously arrive at their understanding of effective middle level literacy 
instruction differently within field experiences that take place in varying 
organizational structures of middle level school environments?
Summary
This chapter introduced the research surrounding the study, the purposes 
of the study, and the significance of the research. In addition, the research 
question was clearly stated. Chapter Two will present a review of the literature 
surrounding the major topics of this study: middle level literacy instruction, middle 
level organizational structures, and preservice teacher preparation.
CHAPTER II
REVIEW OF THE RELATED LITERATURE
In this chapter, the researcher will review the major literature surrounding 
this study. The three topics that this study will focus on, and thus the three major 
divisions of this chapter, are: middle level literacy instruction, middle level 
organizational structures, and preservice teacher preparation.
Middle Level Literacy Instruction
A day in the life of young adolescents will reveal endless encounters with 
print and nonprint materials that require them to have advanced strategic literacy 
skills. From textbooks to magazines, from websites to television programs, 
today’s young adolescents face a variety of materials to read, comprehend, and 
internalize their meaning (Moje, Young, Readence, & Moore, 2000). Reading 
development is a continuous process that does not stop after certain benchmarks 
are met, because adolescents, although most have learned a significant amount 
about reading and writing, have certainly not learned all they need to negotiate 
the wide variety of print and nonprint materials they will encounter (Moore, 1999; 
Vacca, 1998). Teachers of young adolescents are responsible for meeting the 
diverse and continuous reading and writing needs of middle level students.
The ability of a teacher to teach reading and writing in a manner that is 
developmentally responsive to the needs of young adolescents is an important
9
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aspect of an effective middle level environment (Vacca, 1998). According to 
Moore, et al (1999), “Expert teachers immerse students in a discipline and teach 
them how to control it” (p. 104). In defining effective teaching, a trend of our 
society is to rely on content standards that clearly define what a student should 
know and be able to do (Labaree, 2000). In defining effective literacy education, 
the seminal work has been the IRA/NCTE Standards for the English Language 
Arts, published jointly by the International Reading Association and the National 
Council of Teachers of English in 1996. These standards provide a guide and 
framework for discussions about effective literacy teaching and ways to 
implement effective instruction in classrooms. The goal of the Standards for the 
English Language Arts is to “ensure that all students are offered the 
opportunities, the encouragement, and the vision to develop the language skills 
they need to pursue life’s goals, including personal enrichment and participation 
as informed members of society” (IRA/NCTE, 1996, p.1).
Students entering middle schools of the present and future are facing 
changing definitions of literacy, and therefore, changing expectations for literacy 
performance. With the increasing reliance on technology to communicate, 
literate members of society are required to possess a wider range of skills and 
attitudes to succeed (Vacca, 1998). The Standards for the English Language 
Arts include statements that are intended to strive for those competencies. For 
example, the first Standard states that, “Students read a wide range of print and
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nonprint materials to build an understanding of texts, of themselves, and of the 
cultures of the United States and the world...” (IRA/NCTE, 1996, p.3). Reading a 
wide range of materials exposes students to the variety of materials that exist in 
today’s literate society, and prepares them to acknowledge many mediums as a 
vehicle to literacy.
Another aspect of the IRA/NCTE Standards is the shared vision they 
create for educators, students, parents, administrators, and all those involved in 
education. This allows those involved in the education of young adolescents to 
have the same focus concerning what children are learning about reading and 
writing, and insures that all children receive equal opportunities to become 
literate members of society. The authors of the IRA/NCTE Standards clearly 
state, “A shared vision does not, of course, imply a single approach to teaching” 
(IRA/NCTE, 1996, p.7). Good teachers are aware of the need to adapt 
instruction to meet the needs of their students, and possess the creativity and 
flexibility to accomplish this. Teachers must identify and remove any obstacles, 
such as outdated or under-researched practices, that inhibit them from 
integrating the shared vision into their practice.
Using standards as a way to evaluate student performance has 
encountered some scrutiny in the media and public eye. For example the 
National Middle School Association has stated,
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All students who make a reasonable effort should see their efforts
rewarded. Emphasis should be on what the student has accomplished, 
not the failure to reach some uniform standard. It also is important to help 
students and their families see how a student’s performance corresponds 
with national or state norms. Such information is useful for planning 
careers and further education, yet it should not be the dominant concern 
during the middle level years. (NMSA, 1996, p.28)
This statement emphasizes the importance of honoring student achievement and 
relying on standards in reasonable ways, not as a measure of success or failure. 
In James Brewbaker’s defense of the Standards for the English Language Arts 
as an effective tool on which to build curriculum, he states, “The Standards will 
cause teachers, individually or in departments and school systems, to reexamine 
their practice and change it for the better” (1997, p. 78). In addition, Brewbaker 
advocates for the Standards for the English Language Arts as an effective tool 
for teachers of all levels -  elementary, middle, and high school. The Standards 
allow for multiple teacher perspectives, but at the same time unite teachers in the 
shared vision towards a more student-centered curriculum. According to John H. 
Lounsbury, the “more achievable, more common curriculum for the middle level 
(is) one of skills and attitudes. . .focused on process as much as product, one that 
has as its acknowledged goal changed behavior, informed behavior, rather than 
the mastery of discrete bodies of knowledge, one that equips them in skills and
13
attitudes to be lifelong learners and responsible adults” (1993, p.134). By 
applying the Standards for English Language Arts in classrooms as a consistent 
philosophy, teachers can successfully link a student-centered and standards-
based curriculum.
The IRA/NCTE Standards are not the only description for effective literacy 
teaching. According to Wharton-McDonald, Pressley, and Hampston,
“competent professionals are able to provide valid and accurate information 
about the conscious decisions they make as they do their jobs” (1998, p.103). In 
their study of effective literacy practices in primary classrooms, they relied on 
teacher voices to help define what effective literacy instruction looks like. In 
defining the purpose for their study and further studies of effective teaching, the 
authors state, “There is a lack of systematic study of effective teachers, a lack of 
understanding of their practices and perspectives” (p.102). By studying and 
soliciting teacher perspectives, the researchers in this study were able to define 
several characteristics of effective literacy educators, including dedication and 
care for students, encouraging parent participation, working with flexible grouping 
strategies, monitoring student progress, and employing a variety of instructional 
techniques, all within a reading/writing curriculum (Wharton-McDonald, et al., 
1998).
Another study that examined the characteristics of effective teachers was
Braungerand Lewis’ paper, “Building a Knowledge Base in Reading” (1998).
14
The researchers listed several characteristics of effective literacy educators. 
Establishing regular literacy opportunities, actively monitoring student progress, 
insuring access to the resources, providing instruction that is responsive to 
student needs, relying on flexible grouping strategies, parental involvement, 
social interaction, and support of adults were included in their analysis (Braunger 
& Lewis, 1998).
David and Myra Sadker include a chapter on teacher effectiveness in their 
book, Teachers, Schools, and Society. The authors discuss in great detail the 
many characteristics it takes to be an effective teacher, although they are not 
specific to literacy instruction. However, several points on their list of traits of 
effective teachers can be found in the above research relating to literacy
instruction. For example, the authors found that teachers need to structure 
learning experiences carefully, allow for various grouping strategies, actively 
monitor student progress, allow students sufficient time to participate in 
instruction, and involve all students by creating learning communities with varied 
approaches to instruction.
Tracy Knowles and Dave Brown (2000) list several traits of effective 
middle level teachers in their research. Among them are a sense of humor, 
flexibility, active listening, a caring attitude, a passion for learning, a willingness 
to move beyond subject area knowledge, and focus on a student centered 
curriculum (Knowles & Brown, 2000). These traits are coherent with the
15
research on effective middle level literacy instruction (Crafton, 2000; Daniels, 
2000; IRA/NCTE, 1996; Samuels, 2000) and are mentioned as a beginning to a 
list of the qualities that an effective middle school teacher should possess.
At the 2000 National Council of Teachers of English Conference in 
Milwaukee, Wisconsin, there were several definitions offered concerning effective 
middle level literacy instruction. Barbara Samuels of the Houston Area Writing 
Project offered a list of ten best practices in middle level reading and writing
classrooms based on her research. These included time to read and write,
choice in what students read and write, direct instruction, student-centered 
approaches, reflective practice, authentic experiences, active learning using 
varied approaches, teacher modeling, high expectations, and a celebration of 
literacy (Samuels, 2000). Harvey Daniels, a respected author on literacy 
instruction, also mentioned authentic experiences, student-centered curriculums, 
and varied approaches to reading and writing instruction as components of best 
practice in his speech at the conference (Daniels, 2000). Supporting the need for 
teachers to be knowledgeable about subject matter and passionately dedicated 
to children, Linda Crafton, a noted whole language scholar, stated that great 
reading teachers are “guided by multiple knowledge bases that are used 
simultaneously to support student inquiry” (Crafton, 2000). Her emphasis was on 
student-centered instruction and varied teaching approaches, as was the 
research of the previously described presenters. The belief that effective middle
16
level literacy instruction includes student-centered instruction, as well as varied 
instructional approaches, is also supported by the research of Braunger and 
Lewis (1998), Knowles and Brown (2000), Sadker & Sadker (2000), and 
Wharton-McDonald, etal. (1998).
The International Reading Association’s position statement, titled, 
“Excellent Reading Teachers” lists six characteristics of effective literacy
educators:
1) understanding of reading and writing development and believing all
children can learn to read and write, 2) continually assessing progress and 
relating instruction to previous experiences, 3) knowing and using a 
variety of methods to teach reading, 4) offering a variety of materials, 5) 
using flexible grouping strategies, and 6) acting as reading coaches by 
providing help strategically. (International Reading Association, 2000)
These six characteristics concisely relate to the previously discussed research on 
effective teaching because all six characteristics of effective literacy teaching can 
be found in the previous research on effective teaching (Braunger & Lewis, 1998; 
Crafton, 2000; Daniels, 2000; Knowles & Brown, 2000; Sadker & Sadker, 2000;
Wharton-McDonald, etal., 1998).
Definition of Effective Middle Level Literacy Instruction
By combining the above descriptions of effective instruction, effective 
literacy instruction, and current standards of literacy knowledge, a working
17
definition of effective middle level literacy instruction can be reached. An 
effective teacher of middle school literacy embodies the IRA/NCTE Standards as 
a philosophy in classroom practice, while providing varied learning opportunities, 
actively monitoring student progress, possessing a thorough understanding of 
subject matter, and exhibiting deep dedication and concern for students. This 
definition will be used in this study to frame the examination of preservice 
teachers’ development of understandings of effective middle level literacy
instruction.
Middle Level Organizational Structures 
According to the National Middle School Association’s position paper, This
We Believe: Developmental^ Responsive Middle Level Schools, appropriate 
middle school environments operate on twelve characteristics. These include 
“educators committed to young adolescents, a shared vision, high expectations 
for all, an adult advocate for every student, family and community partnerships, 
and a positive school climate” (NMSA, 1995, p.11). With these conditions in 
place, schools can then provide “curriculum that is challenging, integrative, and 
exploratory; varied teaching and learning approaches; assessment and 
evaluation that promote learning; flexible organizational structures; programs and 
policies that foster health, wellness, and safety and comprehensive guidance and 
support services” (NMSA, 1995, p.11). These characteristics are used to
18
develop and define middle schools across the country that are responsive to the 
needs of young adolescents.
Middle level students attend schools that have a variety of organizational 
structures, including K-8, K-6, 7-9, and 6-8 schools. Following is a description of 
each organizational structure, based on the research.
Junior High School Structure
A traditional junior high school contains grades 7-9 and operates on a 
rigid, departmentalized schedule. “A junior high school is a school in which the 
seventh, eighth, and ninth grades are segregated in a building (or portion of a 
building) by themselves; possess an organization and administration of their own 
that is distinct from the grades above and below, and are taught by a separate 
corps of teachers” (Knowles & Brown, 2000, p.45).
Middle School Structure
Middle schools, developed in response to the need for improved junior 
high schools, typically contain grades 6-8 and operate on a flexible, 
interdisciplinary schedule (Manning & Bucher, 2001, p.101). In a reflection on 
the transition of their school from a junior high school to a middle school, 
Shimniok and Schmoker (1992) stated one of the biggest differences between 
middle school philosophy and junior high school philosophy: “Whereas the 
middle school notion looks backward to the benefits of the safer, more communal
19
environment of grade school, the junior high ethos is forward-looking, toward 
school as a serious business” (p. 27).
Elementary School Structure
The elementary school structure is the most common and well-established 
organizational structure in existence. Established by Horace Mann in the 
nineteenth century, the elementary school was open to people of all races and 
social classes. The elementary school was originally called a common school 
because of its purpose of providing an elementary education to all people 
(Sadker & Sadker, 2000). Elementary schools can be organized to include 
prekindergarten to grade eight, but for the purposes of this study, the elementary 
organizational structure of kindergarten to grade six will be the model studied.
“Elemiddle” School Structure
Middle level principles and practices can be found within many 
organizational structures. David L. Hough identified the “elemiddle” school 
structure, which can be described as “one that attends to the needs of young 
adolescents, aged 10 to 14, in any combination of grades 5 through 8, but is also 
part of an organizational structure that includes lower grades” (Hough, 1995, p. 
7). This type of structure can be found most often in Catholic schools, in which 
grades 6 and up often operate based on middle school principles and practices, 
but the lower grades are also part of the school. In his research, Hough found 
that middle level policies and practices were actually present in K-8 schools on a
20
more frequent basis than in middle schools or junior high schools, which support 
his claim that an elemiddle school, with its inclusion of lower grades in the 
school, are more effective at educating middle level students. He also found that 
schools that were organized to include higher grade levels had an increase in 
subject-specific programs that resembled a high school structure, while schools 
that were organized to include lower grade levels were more likely to be student- 
centered, meaning that they implemented programs focused more on student 
needs (Hough, 1995).
Whether the school is organized as a middle school, a junior high school, 
an elementary school, or an “elemiddle” school, middle school principles and 
practices can be successfully implemented, as stated by Swaim (1996),
“Effective middle school practices show up in K-8 schools of 150 students as well 
as in 6-8 schools of 1,500 students” (p.60). A focus on developmental^ 
responsive curriculums that meet the unique needs of adolescents, rather than 
the grade configuration of the school, characterizes an effective middle level 
environment (NMSA, 1996).
What are the components of a high-achieving middle level school? In a 
March, 1996 article, Laurel Martin Kanthak emphasizes the importance of a 
challenging curriculum that is supported by parents, students, and teachers. The 
author states that the curriculum must be academically oriented, meaningful to 
young adolescents, and allow for student exploration of individual interests and
21
skills. In addition to adhering to the NMSA Guidelines of small communities of 
learning, interdisciplinary teaming, and a shared vision, high achieving middle 
schools have strong leadership and educators that create environments that are 
both student-centered and achievement-centered, not one or the other (Kanthak,
1996).
In a description of student-friendly middle schools, M. Lee Manning (2000) 
listed seven benchmarks for middle schools that are necessary to create an 
environment responsive to the needs of young adolescents. The first is that 
“educational experiences are provided that address young adolescents’ 
tremendous diversity,” (p. 21). Young adolescents are not all homogeneous in 
academic achievement, physical development, or emotional maturity; therefore, 
teachers must structure learning experiences that provide for these vast 
differences. The second benchmark states that, “Student-friendly middle schools 
provide teachers who are trained in middle school concepts and early 
adolescence development,” (p. 22). This benchmark refers to the responsibility 
of universities to provide specific middle level teacher preparation, which is 
addressed later in this review. Early adolescence is a unique and complex time, 
and teachers must understand, appreciate, and celebrate the diversity of young 
adolescents. The third benchmark relates to providing exploratory programs for 
young adolescents, in which students are given extended periods of time to 
explore their talents, unique abilities, and values within the context of academic
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programs. Fourth on the list is the requirement that student-friendly middle 
schools provide comprehensive guidance and counseling programs that meet the 
diverse needs of young adolescents. Teachers and counselors alike act as 
advisors in a student-friendly middle school, providing the young adolescent with 
many vehicles of support. The fifth benchmark is an area that is lacking in most 
middle schools and must be put in place for them to become truly student- 
friendly, and that is equal access to opportunities. In a student-friendly middle 
school, all students are allowed to participate in extracurricular activities, 
meaning there are no cuts or try-outs. Sixth, student-friendly middle schools 
create a positive and safe-learning environment. There is a sense of community
in which all individuals feel valued within the school. The final benchmark for
student-friendly middle schools is involvement of parents, families, and 
community members. By involving the families of young adolescents in their 
education, students are more motivated and successful in school. The above 
benchmarks help to define an effective middle level environment that meets the 
needs of young adolescents.
In a study on the relationship of the organizational structures of middle 
level schools to teacher efficacy, Warren and Payne found that, “the middle 
school provided a better climate than the junior high school for the development 
and maintenance of high teacher efficacy,” (p. 302). The middle school in the 
Warren and Payne study operated according to traditional middle school
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principles and practices, and the junior high operated according to the traditional 
junior high organizational structure. This was attributed to the common planning 
time that the teachers in the middle school had together, which allowed them 
time to work together and share concerns. The results of the above study also 
indicated that general teaching efficacy, or the teacher’s beliefs about the degree 
to which teaching affects students, was not affected by the organizational pattern 
in which they taught. “A possible explanation for this finding is that the general 
teacher efficacy is not situation specific and that teachers can maintain the belief 
that teaching in general can help students learn regardless of the organizational 
pattern in which they teach,” (p. 308). Although teachers may believe that they 
can influence students no matter which organizational structure they are a part 
of, the quality of instruction may vary in the different structures.
This study has as its primary focus the nature of the literacy instruction 
received by students in grades 4-9 within various school organizational 
structures. The International Reading Association has stated in its position 
statement concerning adolescent literacy that elementary (K-6) schools 
emphasize literacy instruction, “but middle and secondary schools generally shift 
attention to other matters,” (Moore, 1999, p.100). According to the International 
Reading Association, middle schools emphasize a wide range of student needs, 
and language arts teachers are often faced with the challenging responsibility of 
meeting these needs and requirements while attempting to foster reading
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development in young adolescents, as well. According to this position statement, 
students in the middle years of development may receive more specific and 
focused reading instruction in an elementary school environment than in a middle 
school environment. With the departmentalization of teachers in the upper 
grades, teachers “come to believe that teaching students how to effectively read 
and write is not their responsibility,” (Moore, 1999, p.100). On the contrary, 
adolescents deserve and need a comprehensive effort from all teachers to 
support their development as readers and writers (Moje et al., 2000). 
Collaboration between content area teachers and reading specialists is a 
promising approach to middle level literacy support (Vacca, 1998). The National 
Middle School Association states that exemplary middle level schools include 
teachers who “collaborate across teaching specialties, and share responsibility 
for literacy development, guidance/advocacy, and student life,” (NMSA, 1996, 
p.29). Young adolescents deserve teachers and schools dedicated to fostering 
literacy development across the curriculum in middle level environments.
A review of the literature has revealed a lack of research in the area of the
effectiveness of the various grade configurations of middle schools. However, a 
great deal of variety can be found among the structure of these environments 
(Hough, 1995). “While the trend toward reorganization of middle-level schools 
favors a 6-7-8 grade span, an ideal grade span has not been empirically 
identified,” (Hough, 1995, p. 7). It is crucial that the educational community
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understand the effectiveness of the environments in which students are being 
educated. “The school itself is a teacher and the curriculum of climate may be as 
influential as the curriculum of content,” (Lounsbury, 1993, p. 135). As was 
stated above, the International Reading Association has pointed out a disparity 
between the quality of literacy instruction received in elementary and middle level 
schools. As preservice teachers participate in field experiences within these 
various environments, what they learn about effective literacy teaching is strongly 
influenced by the climate and philosophy of the host school (Mallette, Kile,
Smith, McKinney, & Readence, 1999). Based on the above research on effective 
preparation of middle level literacy teachers, the participants in this study will be 
placed in various configurations of middle level schools and their development of 
understanding about effective literacy instruction will be compared.
Preparation Of Preservice Teachers For Middle Level Literacy Instruction 
Roberts, Putney, Ogletree, & McNinch (1999) state, “The challenge for
teacher educators is to effectively prepare preservice teachers to be literacy 
educators,” (p. 57). Particularly in a time of reliance on standards and high- 
stakes testing to evaluate teacher and student performance, numerous 
challenges face language arts professionals in teaching and evaluating students 
(Faust & Kieffer, 1998). Teacher education programs must respond to this need 
by providing preservice teachers with experiences that allow them to reflect on 
and witness effective literacy instruction at its best. Boger and Boger state.
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“ ...today, more and more, universities are held accountable, during the first two 
years, for the performance of students completing their teacher preparation 
program” (2000, p. 217). The National Commission on Teaching and America’s 
Future in its 1996 report, recommended rigorous standards for teacher 
preparation, initial licensure, professional development, and providing preservice 
teachers with extensive field experiences (Caskey, 2000). Preservice teachers 
of middle school students are in particular need of appropriate, field-based 
training because of the diverse and critical needs of adolescent readers and 
writers (Vacca, 1998).
Preservice teachers enter teacher education programs with preset beliefs 
regarding literacy education, formed mainly by their own school experiences 
(Boger & Boger, 2000; Gould, 2000; Harlin, 1999; Jacobson, 1999; Linek, et al., 
1999; Mallette, et al. 1998; Roberts, et al., 1999). Due to the diverse needs of 
today’s adolescents, “Teacher education programs need to be structured in 
ways that challenge the beliefs preservice teachers possess as they enter their 
programs” (Mallette, Kile, Smith, McKinney, & Readence, 1999, p. 593). The 
middle years are a crucial period in a child’s literacy education, and students in 
this period of development (grades 4-9) require literacy programs that respond to 
their unique needs (Toepfer, 1990). Therefore, preservice teachers must 
witness, through observations of effective literacy educators, the needs of young 
adolescents being met in innovative and exploratory ways.
T1
Middle level teachers must possess very specific and unique skills to 
reach and teach students from a variety of backgrounds, prior school 
experiences, and levels of learning. Knowles and Brown (2000) noted, “The 
changes that young adolescents undergo are distinctive” (p.3). In order to 
provide a curriculum that is responsive to the unique needs of young 
adolescents, teachers must be properly trained at the university level. In the 
past, teachers at the middle level were not adequately prepared to meet the 
needs of young adolescents, often teaching in the junior high for lack of a more 
desirable teaching job (Hough, 1995). Middle level teachers need a sense of 
humor, flexibility, listening skills, a caring attitude, a love for learning, a student- 
centered view of curriculum, confidence, and understanding of adolescent needs, 
to name just a few of the traits necessary to be a successful middle level teacher 
(Knowles & Brown, 2000). Due to the rapid changes occurring in young 
adolescents and the wide variations in these changes from student to student, 
teachers must be able to adapt instruction to meet these needs.
Field-based teacher preparation is a promising practice in developing 
quality middle level teachers. “Field-based teacher education programs help 
unite theory and practice, and are emerging as an excellent approach to middle 
level teacher preparation” (Caskey, 2000, p.10). Through participation in field 
experiences, preservice teachers are given opportunities to evaluate student 
work, document student progress, manage classroom discipline, teach students
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of varied learning abilities, and communicate with students, parents, and peers.
In addition, a field-based model of teacher preparation grants preservice 
teachers rich opportunities to reflect on their experiences “in the trenches,” which 
will lead to more informed instructional decisions (Caskey, 2000).
A study completed by Stahler underscored the importance for specific 
middle level teacher preparation. She compared two groups of preservice 
teachers, one who was being prepared generally, and one who was being 
prepared specifically for middle level education. “The teachers who were 
prepared in this middle school teacher preparation program liked working with 
young adolescents and believed that they were capable of successful middle 
level teaching” (Stahler, 1995, p. 30). As stated by the National Middle School 
Association, instruction in a middle school classroom should be developmentally 
responsive to the needs of young adolescents (NMSA, 1996). Specific 
preparation for middle level teaching allows teachers to develop the 
understanding of adolescent development that is needed to provide this type of
instruction.
The belief that preservice teachers must be challenged by teacher 
education programs about their prior conceptions about teaching and learning is 
supported by the study completed by Gould (2000). Gould argues that, “The 
process of preparing students for the profession of teaching is complicated by 
preservice students’ own prior conceptions about teaching” (p. 90). This study
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sought to determine how preservice teachers’ schema for understanding 
teaching changed during an introductory teacher education methods course, 
through the use of reflection. The results of this study indicated that the 
preservice teachers changed from a schema of a student to a schema of a 
teacher after completing the course. Their understandings of teaching changed 
from teaching as a science in which student needs are met by using the “right 
way,” to teaching as an art and teaching as interaction, in which the teacher
creates conditions under which students will be able to learn based on
constructivist philosophies of teaching. The preservice teachers who participated 
in this study began to discard old beliefs about teaching and learning based on 
their experiences as students because the university teacher education programs 
challenged them to become more reflective professionals.
According to the study performed by Boyd, Boll, Brawner, and Villaume, 
preservice teachers undergo three phases as they strive to become more 
reflective professionals. They question old theories and ideas regarding literacy 
instruction as a way of learning about new ones, develop a coherent philosophy 
regarding literacy education, and commit to on-going professional inquiry (Boyd, 
et al., 1998). Willard-Holt and Bottomley (2000) suggest three levels that a 
preservice teacher must achieve as they develop into reflective professionals.
At a first level, teachers may use knowledge gained from research on 
effective teaching to direct practice, basing their actions on research
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results. At a second level, teachers may deliberate among competing 
views of teaching, basing their actions on the context. Here research 
informs action to benefit student learning. At a third level, knowledge is 
used in a critical sense to transform action (p. 77).
The study completed by Willard-Holt and Bottomley (2000) demonstrated the 
vital link between reflectivity on the part of the teacher and teacher effectiveness 
by studying the effect of opportunities for reflection on field experiences on the 
teaching effectiveness of preservice teachers. When preservice teachers lack 
opportunities to be reflective, their performance and progress suffers (Thompson, 
Bakken, and Mau, 1998, p. 68). Teacher preparation programs that allow 
students to undergo the change from preservice teacher to reflective professional 
challenge preservice teachers, while at the same time building up their
confidence as teachers of diverse students.
Charlotte and David Boger (2000) completed a study with preservice 
teachers to allow them to explain their reasons for choosing teaching as a 
profession. The researchers found that the student teachers relied on their prior 
experiences and personal conceptions of teaching rather than on information 
received during university coursework or proven researched methods. University 
coursework had a low influence on the student teachers’ decisions as they 
taught. The results of this study underscore the importance for providing
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preservice teachers with quality field experiences that complement what is being 
taught in the university courses.
By viewing quality middle level literacy instruction, preservice teachers can 
begin to shift their perspective of literacy instruction from a traditional model to 
one that is developmentally responsive to the needs of young adolescents. In a 
synthesis of the research on teaching behaviors and their implications for middle 
level teacher preparation, Manning refers to Joyce’s 1988 study in which “...most 
teacher candidates mimicked the attitudes and behaviors of their cooperating 
teachers” (Manning, 1989-90, p. 2). A field experience that is consistent with 
university coursework and that develops a philosophy coherent with effective 
practices in literacy education is vital to preservice teachers’ success as 
beginning reading teachers. “Once preservice teachers enter the classroom as 
beginning teachers, their students often perceive and internalize the meanings 
that the teachers bring with them,” (Mallette, et al., 1999). As beginning 
teachers, today’s preservice teachers will more than likely be expected to 
combine their meanings about teaching, or their background and prior 
experiences, with current standards and expectations. By providing preservice 
teachers with experiences that challenge their beliefs about literacy instruction, 
and moving them forward along the continuum to an approach to literacy 
education that is line with effective practice, teacher education programs develop
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understandings about effective literacy instruction that are in line with current
standards.
Preservice teachers of middle level reading and language arts are at a 
stage in their professional development in which their philosophy of reading 
instruction is just beginning to take shape. Based on research on effective 
literacy instruction, this study will examine preservice teachers’ construction of 
understandings of effective reading and language arts instruction while 
participating in a semester of simultaneous reading and language arts methods 
courses, with a field experience component that takes place in a variety of middle 
school organizational structures.
Summary
The research surrounding middle level reading instruction, middle level 
organizational structures, and preservice teacher preparation was reviewed in 
this chapter. A working definition of effective middle level literacy instruction was 
developed in the first section, and will be used throughout this study. The 
organizational structures that were a part of thus study were described in the 
second section, and the rationale for the field based teacher preparation program 
was given in the third section. The following chapter will describe the study and
detail how it was conducted.
CHAPTER III
METHODOLOGY
The purpose of this descriptive qualitative research study was to explore 
how field experiences in various middle level organizational structures 
contributed to the development of understanding about effective middle level 
literacy instruction in six preservice teachers. Chapter Three describes the 
procedures used to conduct this study by giving an overview of the design, 
detailed descriptions of the participants, setting, and context for the study, how 
the data were collected and analyzed, the role of the researcher, and the 
provisions for trustworthiness.
The questions driving this research study were: 1) How do preservice 
teachers develop understandings about effective middle level literacy instruction, 
and 2) What influence does the middle level organizational structure in which the 
field experience takes place have on the development of understandings about 
effective middle level literacy instruction of the preservice teachers? The data 
were based on interviews, observations, and written reflections of the preservice
teachers.
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Participants and Context for the Study
Participants
The participants in this study were third year undergraduate education 
majors pursuing certification in middle childhood education (grades 4-9) or 
special education from a Catholic, Midwestern university. Six students were 
selected from the initial group of 55. The participants were selected based on 
the following criteria: a cooperating teacher considered to be practicing effective 
literacy instruction based on the IRA/NCTE Standards for the English Language 
Arts and the NMSA Guidelines, and placement in a variety of middle level 
organizational structures (K-8, 6-8, 7-8, K-6). All six of the participants were 
female, five were pursuing licensure in middle school education with one of their 
two concentrations in language arts, and one was pursuing an intervention 
specialist (special education) license. Of the six participants, five had 
participated in a field experience in the same school during the semester prior to 
the one in which the study took place. Of those five participants, one remained in 
the same school, but worked with a new teacher, and the other four remained 
with the same teacher and school they had been in for the previous field 
experience. The remaining participant switched to a new field placement for the 
semester in which this study took place. The field placements were remained 
constant or were changed based on the preference of the university faculty, the 
preservice teacher, and/or the cooperating teacher. The cooperating teachers
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were selected based on observation and prior experiences with them, in which 
they have demonstrated effective teaching practices. Figures 1 and 2 describe 
the types of field placements in which the participants were placed.
Context for the Study
Various middle level organizational structures were used as settings for 
this study. The participants’ field placements were divided up into two middle 
schools, one elementary school, two “elemiddle” schools, and one junior high 
school (see Figure 1). Within these structures, the participants participated in a 
variety of grade levels (see Figure 2). As Figure 2 indicates, several of the 
participants participated in more than one grade level during their field 
experience.
Another context for this study were the three reading and language arts 
courses taken simultaneously at the university.
Field Placements
Anne. Anne was placed in a suburban Catholic school containing grades 
kindergarten through eight for her field experience. The school mirrored Hough’s 
(1995) concept of the “elemiddle” school. Anne participated in a self-contained 
fourth grade classroom, in which the teacher taught all subjects to the same 
class of students. Anne was chosen as a participant because grade four is 
considered part of the middle childhood licensure, and because the school’s 
organizational structure was a part of this study. Anne primarily participated in
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the science and language arts classes. Anne’s cooperating teacher had more 
than five years of experience and had recently received a master’s degree in 
reading from the university that Anne was attending. Anne’s description of her 
school was, “It is a small Catholic school. Everyone is friendly and seems to 
work well together. The principal is very nice, always present and seems very 
supportive. The teachers know their students and their backgrounds and care 
about their well-being. The students are enthusiastic about learning and 
succeeding” (Survey, 9/00).
Ellen. Ellen was placed in a suburban Catholic school containing grades 
kindergarten through eight. She participated in the seventh and eighth grade 
language arts classes. Ellen’s cooperating teacher had less than five years of 
teaching experience and taught language arts classes all day. This school 
closely mirrored Hough’s (1995) concept of the “elemiddle” school mentioned 
previously, as the seventh and eighth grades operated much like a typical junior 
high, but were housed in the same building as the lower grades. Ellen’s 
description of the school was, “It is an extremely nice school that creates a good 
learning environment. There is a new wing in the building where most of the 
junior high is taught. The classrooms are nicely organized and contain many 
helpful tools for teaching” (Survey, 9/00).
Amy. Amy was placed in a language arts classroom in a suburban public 
middle school that included grades six through eight. Her teacher was a veteran
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with a masters degree and more than fifteen years of experience teaching 
language arts. The school operated on a block schedule, in which two to three 
class periods are allotted for particular subjects to be taught for an extended 
period of time. The school embraced the middle school model and integrated 
many of the principles and practices set forth by the NMSA Guidelines (see 
Appendix B). Amy’s description of the school was, “The school is divided into 
four pods and the same students rotate within each of their pods. Morning 
advisory groups are a blend of 6-8 grades. The principal is extremely friendly 
and approachable” (Survey, 9/00).
Carol. Carol was placed in a self-contained fifth and sixth grade multi-age 
classroom in a rural public elementary school containing grades kindergarten 
through six. Her cooperating teacher had more than fifteen years of teaching 
experience and taught all subjects to her fifth and sixth grade students. Carol’s 
school was chosen for this study because grades five and six are part of the 
middle childhood licensure and the school’s organizational structure as a 
traditional elementary school is one way in which middle grades are organized. 
Carol’s description of the school was, “It is a small, very diverse school. All of the 
teachers and staff that I have met are very friendly and seem like they really like 
their setting” (Survey, 9/00).
Cindy. Cindy was placed in a sixth grade language arts classroom in a 
suburban public middle school containing grades six through eight. The school
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operates based on middle school principles and practices set by the NMSA 
Guidelines (see Appendix B). Her cooperating teacher was a veteran with a 
master’s degree and with more than twenty years of teaching experience. Her 
teacher is highly respected in the community for her expertise in reading and 
writing instruction, and serves as an adjunct faculty at the university Cindy 
attends. A description of the school was not available from Cindy, because the 
survey in which this was included was completed during the previous semester. 
Cindy’s field experience had changed for the semester in which this study took 
place.
Ashley. Ashley was the preservice intervention specialist and was placed 
in a suburban junior high containing grades seven and eight. Her cooperating 
teacher was a veteran special education teacher with more than fifteen years of 
teaching experience. The classroom contained students with learning 
disabilities, and Ashley participated in the language arts classes. A description of 
the school was unavailable from Ashley because she chose not to answer that 
question on the survey.
University Courses
Throughout the course of this study, the participants took three courses on 
reading instruction simultaneously. The first course was entitled “Phonics, 
Spelling, and Vocabulary”. The content of this course included instruction on 
how to teach phonics, spelling, and vocabulary to middle level learners in content
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area courses, as well as in the English language arts courses. The second 
course was entitled, “Reading Methods”. In this course, the students learned 
methods for reading instruction that they could use in all subject areas and with a 
variety of reading levels. Finally, the students were enrolled in a course entitled, 
“Teaching Reading through Literature,” which focused on integrating literature 
across subject areas for reading instruction. There were 55 students, a 
combination of middle childhood and intervention specialist majors, enrolled in 
the cohort (the semester of courses taken simultaneously), divided into two 
sections for each of the courses. The students were required to pick two content 
area concentrations (language arts, science, math, social studies) as part of their 
major in middle childhood education, therefore there were students with varying
concentrations included in the cohort.
This semester of courses followed a previous semester’s “Teaching and 
Learning Cohort,” which was a series of three courses on basic principles of 
teaching and learning at the middle level. The Teaching and Learning Cohort 
focused heavily on the NMSA Guidelines by integrating them into course material 
and assignments. The Reading Cohort, which was the focus of this study, 
introduced the students to the IRA/NCTE Standards for the English Language 
Arts in course material and assignments, as well as continuing to emphasize the 
NMSA Guidelines (see Appendix A and B).
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Another component to the semester was the field experience. Because 
this semester followed a semester in which the students participated in 90 hours 
of field experience time, this semester included only 30 hours of field experience 
time. The students were in the field two days per week for four weeks in the 
middle of the semester, and returned to the field for two more days at the end of 
the semester. The structure of the field experience was limited by the amount of 
time designated for the field experience, the administration of proficiency tests in 
the schools, and the conflicts of school and university breaks. Attempts were 
made by the university faculty to place the students in the same classroom where 
they completed the previous semester’s experience of 90 hours, but several of 
the students were moved to a new placement due to cooperating teacher, 
student, or faculty preferences. Of the six participants in this study, one of the 
students was in a new placement, and the other five were able to continue in the 
same field experiences as they had the previous semester.
Research Design
Data Collection
The data were collected through preservice teacher interviews, 
observation of preservice teachers’ teaching methods in the field, and written 
artifact analysis, such as lesson plans and written in-class reflections collected 
from the preservice teachers. The interviews were performed once at the 
beginning of the semester prior to the field experience, once during the field
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experience, and once following the field experience to trace development of 
understanding. Interview questions were based on the IRA/NCTE Standards for 
the English Language Arts, as well as the research on effective middle level 
literacy instruction, and were intended to allow the participants to articulate their 
thoughts about middle level reading and writing instruction (see Appendix C).
The second and third interviews followed observations completed by the 
researcher of each preservice teacher working with young adolescents in the 
field placement. An observation guide based on the IRA/NCTE Standards for the 
English Language Arts and the research on effective middle level literacy 
instruction was developed by the researcher to focus the classroom observations 
(see Appendix D). Written in-class reflections, administered to the whole class of 
55 students in two sections of 27 students each, were collected on three 
occasions throughout the semester from the six participants -  once prior to the 
field experience, once during the field experience, and once following the field 
experience. The questions asked in these reflections were, 1) At this point, what 
do you understand are the components of a quality middle level literacy program 
(1/17/01), 2) What are the characteristics of an effective middle level teacher of 
literacy (1/26/01), and 3) What is your philosophy of literacy instruction (4/11/01)? 
In addition, the researcher collected written lesson plans and a completed class 
assignment from the participants (see Appendix E). The class assignment was 
based on eight principles of literacy learning taken from Word Matters, by Pinnell
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and Fountas, which was one of the texts that was used in the Phonics, Spelling, 
and Vocabulary course. The students were required to look for evidence of 
these principles in their field classrooms and comment on whether or not they 
were present. The final piece of evidence used was a survey the students 
completed during the semester prior to this study, when they were beginning the 
first extended field experience of their program. In this pre-study survey, they 
described their current field experience and named any fears, concerns, or 
apprehensions they had about beginning a new field experience. This piece of 
evidence was only applicable to the participants who remained in the same 
school for the field experience in which this study took place, and was used to 
obtain descriptions of the schools in the participants’ language (see Appendix F).
Data Analysis
The data were analyzed using a modified constant comparative method, in 
which the researcher compared the interview, observation, and artifacts as they 
were collected. The method was a modified constant comparative because both 
emergent and predetermined themes were used to categorize the data. The 
researcher placed the data in categories based on the IRA/NCTE Standard it 
corresponded with, in addition to creating new categories based on the data 
itself. Each participant’s data were analyzed separately for the most common 
themes, before being analyzed collectively to look for common themes across 
participants.
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In addition, the data were analyzed using the method of cross case 
analysis. The researcher compared the themes that occurred within the 
individual cases with one another to draw conclusions about the development of 
the preservice teachers’ understandings of effective middle level literacy
instruction as a whole.
In order to generate the themes, the researcher read the interview data 
several times, then began coding it for categories based on the IRA/NCTE 
Standards for the English Language Arts and the NMSA Guidelines. However, 
as the data were collected and read, the researcher began to notice other 
categories emerging from the data. Therefore, further categories were 
developed that were based on common responses from the participants. The 
categories focused around the research on effective middle level literacy 
instruction, middle level organizational structures, and preservice teachers’ 
development of understandings. The researcher then read the written artifact 
analysis and results of classroom observations and placed this data in the 
generated categories.
As the data were analyzed, categories began to emerge that were both 
common to all participants and unique to individual participants. The categories 
that emerged were IRA/NCTE Standards #1 (wide range of print), 2 (exposure to 
a variety of genres), 3 (use of a wide range of reading strategies), 8 (use of a 
variety of technological and informational resources), 10 (English as a second
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language learners develop competency in the English language arts), 11 
(participation in a variety of literacy communities), and 12 (use language to 
accomplish own purposes), and NMSA Guidelines “educators committed to 
young adolescents, a shared vision, an adult advocate for every student, 
curriculum that is challenging, integrative, and exploratory, and varied teaching 
and learning approaches” (see Appendix A and B). Figures 1 and 2 define these 
categories and indicate in which participant’s data they were found. The 
professional language development of the participants was also identified by the 
researcher as significant. The researcher also recorded in which context the 
students had made the biggest changes in their understandings -  the university 
courses or the field experience. These will be discussed in greater detail in 
Chapters Four and Five. They are presented here to share the categories that 
were used to analyze the data.
Role of the Researcher
The researcher was a participant observer in the setting. The researcher 
was a teaching assistant in one of the two sections of the Phonics, Spelling, and 
Vocabulary course, and had contact with the participants through this course. 
The researcher did not participate in the lessons taught by the preservice 
teachers, but participated in the data collection through interviews. The 
researcher used an observation guide based on the IRA/NCTE Standards for the 
English Language Arts to evaluate the preservice teachers’ teaching methods,
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and asked consistent interview questions to all participants. The researcher 
analyzed the data using multiple readings of the data set. The interviews were 
audio recorded, transcribed, and analyzed by the researcher. The researcher 
achieved triangulation of the data by collecting the data from multiple sources.
Standard
#1:
Wide
range of 
print and 
nonprint 
materials
Standard
#2:
Wide
range of 
genres
Standard
#3:
Use of a 
variety of 
reading 
strategies
Standard
#8:
Variety of 
research 
sources
Standard
#10:
English as 
a Second 
Language 
learners
Standard
#11:
Variety of
Literacy
Commun
-ities
Standard
#12:
Read for 
own 
puroses
Anne X X X X X
Ellen X X X X
Amy X X X X X
Carol X X X X X
Cindy X X X X X
Ashley X X X X
Figure 1. Categories based on the IRA/NCTE Standards for the English 
Language Arts (see Appendix A for complete list of the Standards).
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Educators 
committed 
to young 
adolescents
A
shared
vision
An adult 
advocate 
for every 
student
Curriculum 
that is 
challenging, 
integrative, 
and
exploratory
Varied
teaching
and
learning
approaches
Anne X X X X
Ellen X X X X
Amy X X X X X
Carol X X X X
Cindy X X X X
Ashley X X X X
Figure 2. Categories Based on NMSA Guidelines.
Provisions for Trustworthiness
The researcher used triangulation of the data to evaluate the preservice 
teachers’ understandings of effective literacy instruction: interviews, 
observations, and artifact analysis. In addition, the researcher gained permission 
from the participants, the cooperating teachers, and the university faculty 
involved in the program to involve them in this study (see Appendices G and H). 
Confidentiality and anonymity were achieved by deleting the participants’ names 
from the data following coding and using pseudonyms in the final report.
The researcher maintained an audit trail throughout this study, which 
included tapes, notes, written artifacts, and transcriptions from the study. This
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study was presented as a thesis to the University of Dayton Department of 
Teacher Education, and one of the reviewers was a member of the university 
faculty involved in the Reading Cohort, which was the focus of this study.
Summary
This chapter presented an overview of the methodology used to complete 
this study, including a description of the study, detailed descriptions of the 
participants, setting and context, data analysis, role of the researcher, and 
provisions for trustworthiness. Categories that emerged from the data were also 
described, and will be presented in greater depth in Chapter Four.
CHAPTER IV
RESULTS
Because this study focused on six undergraduate students in unique field 
placements, the data were analyzed for themes among each student’s pieces of 
evidence, as well as for themes across the participants. This chapter focuses on 
the individual results of each student’s experience. The question of how the 
student’s understandings were influenced by their unique field placements will be 
addressed in Chapter Five. The results presented here represent the most 
significant findings from each participant’s data sources. Some of the 
participants may have had data that represented additional categories, but based 
on the volume and consistency of their responses, the researcher chose to focus 
on only those that were most significant to the individual participant, their field 
placement, and the study.
Anne
Anne’s field experience was in a small Catholic school that contained 
grades K-8. Anne participated in the only fourth grade classroom in the school, 
and taught her lessons mainly in science and language arts. The classroom was 
self-contained, and the teacher integrated literature across content areas.
Anne’s understandings about effective middle level reading and writing 
instruction changed over the course of the semester. The primary influences,
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cited in her interview responses, were her cooperating teacher and her own 
school experiences. Anne’s field experience placement was the same one she 
had been in during the previous semester, so she and her cooperating teacher 
had already developed a positive working relationship and Anne was familiar with 
the operation of the class at the outset of this semester. This is reflected in the 
responses Anne gave to the initial interview. She referred to practices she had 
seen her cooperating teacher use in the classroom, such as genre studies and 
writing activities, and was enthusiastic about the obvious change she had already 
undergone in her understanding of reading and writing instruction during the 
previous semester.
Importance of Reading and Writing Instruction
During the first interview, Anne also exhibited understanding for the
importance of reading and writing instruction at the middle level, and continued to 
emphasize and elaborate on that concept throughout the semester. This relates
to IRA/NCTE Standard #12, which states that students read for their own
purposes, and NMSA Guideline, “Educators committed to young adolescents 
(see Appendix B). For example, when asked to explain her thoughts about the 
shared vision that can occur in middle level schools during the initial interview, 
she stated, “I think they just basically need to all have an understanding of how 
important literacy and reading is to the student” (Interview #1, 1/22/01). Towards 
the middle of the semester, in a class assignment related to the evidence of
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literacy learning principles in the students’ field classrooms, Anne stated that her 
teacher, “...wants students to love reading (and) values the importance of 
reading aloud” (Class assignment, 2/26/01). Anne was noticing and internalizing 
the actions her teacher took to instill a value of reading and writing in her 
students. During the final interview, when asked what she had learned this 
semester that impacted her thinking about reading and writing instruction the 
most, Anne stated, “Basically, just that reading and writing are important” 
(Interview #4, 4/20/01). In classroom reflections and during interviews, Anne 
consistently referred to the responsibility of the teacher to relate the importance 
of being able to read and write, and credited her cooperating teacher with 
modeling this for her.
Embedded Phonics Instruction
In addition to strengthening her views about the importance of reading and 
writing, Anne’s thinking changed to include an understanding of embedded 
phonics instruction and integration of reading and writing instruction across 
disciplines. This relates to #1 and #3 in the Standards for the English Language 
Arts, and the NMSA Guideline, “Curriculum that challenging, integrative, and 
exploratory” (see Appendix A and B). Anne credited this change in thinking to 
her university classes, as well as to her cooperating teacher. During the final 
interview, when asked what she learned in her university classes that impacted 
her the most, Anne stated, “ ...learning howto integrate [literature] not just into
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your English language arts classes, but your science classes and incorporating it, 
especially like trade books, [something] other than a textbook, and using the 
literature for embedded phonics [instruction]” (Interview #4, 4/20/01). Class 
reflections also showed Anne’s development of understanding of the value of 
integrating literature across content areas. In a reflection at the beginning of the 
semester that focused on the question, “What are the elements of a quality 
middle level literacy program?” Anne stated that, “Literacy programs in content 
areas should promote reading by providing literature on the content -  through 
picture books, trade books, chapter books, or articles” (Reflection #1, 1/17/01). 
Anne’s initial understanding that literature needed to be included in content area 
subjects was demonstrated in the science lesson that she taught to her class. 
One of her objectives for the lesson was for the students to identify facts in a 
non-fiction text, and she relied on several trade books to teach the material on
animal adaptations. Anne indicated in the final interview that the biggest 
changes in her thinking about reading and writing instruction were in her 
understanding of embedded phonics and the importance of integrating literature
across the curriculum.
Exposure to a Wide Variety of Genres
Anne’s appreciation for the use of literature across content areas and as a 
tool to teach phonics skills directly related to her increased understanding of the 
importance of exposing students to a wide variety of genres (IRA/NCTE Standard
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# 2 and NMSA Guideline, “Varied teaching and learning approaches” -  see 
appendix). The main influence on Anne’s understanding of genre study was her 
cooperating teacher. Anne’s observations of her classroom and her cooperating 
teacher’s methods continually referred to the genre studies that were occurring.
“I think she usually picks one genre a month for them to focus on...there’s a 
poster over there for the different genres and they keep track of the genres they 
read...” (Interview #2, 1/29/01). This influence of her cooperating teacher’s 
emphasis on genres contributed to Anne’s understanding of how her teacher 
conveyed to her students the critical value reading and writing hold in their lives.
Anne’s field experience provided her with an experience of what middle 
level literacy instruction should look like, and her understandings about literacy 
instruction were changed as result. She learned the value of reading and writing 
instruction and how to convey this to her students, she experienced how to use 
embedded phonics to help her students’ reading skills, and she witnessed a wide 
variety of genre studies.
Ellen
Ellen participated in seventh and eighth grade language arts classes in the 
Catholic school in which she was placed. The seventh and eighth grades of the 
school operated much like a junior high with a departmentalized schedule, but 
the school also included lower grades, which categorized the school as an 
“elemiddle” school (Hough, 1995). Ellen had participated in the same classroom
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the previous semester, so her understanding of the classroom and the teacher’s 
practices had already been developed. Ellen brought a rich understanding of 
literature to this semester. During the first interview, she referred to the 
importance of providing a variety of reading materials to students, and showed 
evidence of having a depth of knowledge about literature during her lesson and 
in interviews. When asked what she felt most confident about in relation to the
field, she stated, “The subject matter being taught. I am confident answering the 
students’ questions and evaluating their work” (Survey, 9/00). Ellen’s knowledge 
and understanding of a variety of literature contributed considerably to the way in 
which she learned about reading instruction throughout the semester.
Variety of Reading Materials
Ellen spoke from the very beginning about the importance of variety, 
which correlates with IRA/NCTE Standard #1 and NMSA Guideline, “Varied
teaching and learning approaches” (see Appendices A and B), and about student 
choice, which correlates with IRA/NCTE Standard #12. She felt that “this is 
especially important in the middle levels because students are interested in so 
many different things" (Reflection #1, 1/17/01). Throughout her interviews and 
class reflections, Ellen emphasized the relationship between student choice and 
varying instructional methods and materials. In a class assignment in which she 
was to observe principles of literacy learning in her classroom, Ellen noted, 
“There is a wide variety of reading material available to the students which helps
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them to learn what type of material they like and enjoy reading the most” 
(Assignment #1, 2/26/01). This was important to her, and this was reflected in 
the lesson plan she taught to the class. She attempted to relate a story from the 
basal reader to the students’ lives and gave them some choice in how to 
approach the reading of the story. Ellen began the semester with an 
understanding of the importance of variety and student choice, as was indicated 
in her initial class reflection: “If a variety of works are provided, the children are 
more likely to find a type of literature they enjoy” (Reflection #1, 1/17/01).
Reading Skills and Strategies
As the semester progressed, Ellen began to connect this previous 
understanding with the material she was learning in her university courses, 
where her greatest change in thinking occurred in the area of reading skills and 
strategies instruction. This relates to IRA/NCTE Standard #3 and NMSA 
Guideline, “Varied teaching and learning approaches” (see Appendices A and B). 
For example, Ellen focused mainly on incorporating literature into the curriculum 
in her first two class reflections, but in the final reflection, which occurred towards
the end of the semester, Ellen mentioned, “I think it is important to introduce 
reading skills and strategies to the students” (Reflection #3, 4/11/01). This 
comment was mentioned before any discussion of variety or student interests, 
although she did include those topics in the final reflection. In the final interview,
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Ellen indicated that the greatest change in her thinking about reading and writing 
instruction was in the area of the reading process,
“I guess I don’t remember anyone ever teaching me how to read, I mean 
obviously I was taught, but I don’t remember what the process was, but 
there’s just so much that goes into it, and I never really thought about, like, 
word strategies or skills...I guess I never really thought about how there’s 
so many steps to becoming a fluent reader or becoming literate...” 
(Interview #4, 4/20/01).
Ellen had internalized the material she had learned in university classes about 
the reading process and made it part of her philosophy about literacy instruction, 
which at the beginning of the semester had focused primarily on the integration
of literature into the curriculum.
Ellen’s extensive prior knowledge about literature enhanced her 
development of understandings about middle level literacy instruction throughout 
the semester. She developed an understanding of the relationship of variety and 
student choice to motivation, and her understanding of the reading process, 
skills, and strategies became more advanced.
Amy
Amy’s field experience took place in a suburban public middle school 
containing grades 6-8. The school embodied many of the National Middle 
School Association’s characteristics of developmentally responsive middle
56
schools, such as an integrated curriculum, flexible organizational structure, and 
family and community partnerships. Amy had participated in a field experience in 
the same school during the previous semester, but worked with a different 
teacher and content area. Therefore, she was familiar with the school and was 
aware of how it operated, but had changed from a math to an English language 
arts classroom. Like Ellen, Amy brought prior knowledge about reading 
instruction to this semester, mainly in the area of literature integration across
content areas.
Teacher Modeling
Amy felt very strongly that a middle level teacher of literacy had to be a 
good role model for the students. This connects to the NMSA Guideline, 
“Educators committed to young adolescents” (see Appendix B). To her, this 
meant reading aloud, reading along with the children, and demonstrating good 
reading strategies in front of the class. This was an understanding that was 
present in Amy from the beginning of the semester. During the initial interview 
she stated, “There’s SSN (Sustained Silent Reading) for the first 10 minutes of 
class, and usually, the traditional SSN, the teacher should be reading, but what I 
noticed...she would be, like, meeting with students, or grading papers or 
something, so it was kind of not modeling what she wanted the kids to do...” 
(Interview #1, 1Z17/01). Amy also displayed evidence of turning this theory into 
practice when the field experience began. In the second interview, which took
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place during the field experience, she said that during silent reading time, “I read 
a book to kind of encourage them to read” (Interview #2, 2/5/01). Amy made an 
interesting observation during her first week in the field about the improvement in 
the behavior of the students when their regular teacher was present, who 
normally did not read during silent reading time, and a substitute who did read 
during silent reading time. She noticed that when the teacher read along with the 
class, “It was dead silent, reading...” (Interview #2, 2/5/01). Amy went on to say 
that, “I just think it’s really important, that the kids view a model of a good reader, 
and so I am just trying to do [that]” (Interview #2, 2/5/01). In addition, she stated 
during the first interview that demonstrating good writing strategies in front of the 
class was an effective way to help struggling readers and writers, as is illustrated 
by the following comment, “It’s really important when you’re up on the overhead 
or something to talk out as you’re writing, then the kids can see you thinking 
through, and they’ll know to do the same things, that it’s all just a thinking 
process” (Interview #1, 1/17/01). The teacher as a model also came up during 
the final interview when Amy was asked to describe some characteristics of 
effective middle level literacy instruction, “I think the teacher would have to be a 
positive role model of the reading, not grading papers, not talking to another 
teacher, like showing the kids that this is a time for silent reading” (Interview #4, 
4/20/01). Amy already knew that modeling was an essential aspect of a middle
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level reading and language arts program, and she was beginning to put this into 
practice in the field.
Development of Professional Language
One of the most profound changes Amy made through this semester was
her development of professional language surrounding reading instruction. 
Beginning in the second interview, Amy was accurately using terms she had 
learned in her university classes to describe her thoughts about literacy 
instruction. For example, when describing the variety of approaches to learning 
that she used in her lesson plan, Amy described a vocabulary game she had 
learned in her university classes that she had used with the students, called 
Rivet. She revealed her thinking during the third interview,“ ...when I did Rivet, 
that was also drawing upon prior knowledge, but that was the
graphophonics... "(Interview #3, 3/26/01). In the final interview, Amy employed 
terms referring to the process of reading on four occasions, more than any of her 
other interviews, and more than any of the other participants. Although this 
development of professional language does not correspond specifically to any of 
the Standards for the English Language Arts, development of professional 
language among preservice teachers can be considered an indicator that the 
students have internalized material presented to them in university classes and in
the field.
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Influences on Understanding about Effective Middle Level Literacy Instruction
In addition to demonstrating that she had internalized information about 
reading instruction through her use of professional language, Amy repeatedly 
referred to material learned in classes and tried many of the techniques in the 
field. For example, one of the lesson plans she chose to teach included a picture 
walk and the game Rivet, both techniques Amy had learned in university classes 
to increase comprehension and vocabulary. The picture book she used was also 
one that had been shared in class as a quality picture book to use for middle 
level students learning about the Holocaust. When asked what the next step of 
her lesson would be if she were to continue teaching on subsequent days, Amy 
had an extensive list of ideas that she saw as appropriate for the objectives she 
had for her students. “We’ve been shown, actually, in our classes, which I think 
is really good, a lot of different ways to incorporate word study, like word flashes, 
graphic organizers, word pyramids, anticipation guides..."(Interview #3, 3/26/01). 
Although the research showed that preservice teachers learn the most from their 
field experiences and cooperating teachers, Amy is one student who internalized 
the information she learned in her university classes and combined it with what 
she was witnessing in her field experience concerning effective middle level 
reading and writing instruction.
Amy’s understanding of effective middle level reading and writing 
instruction was also strongly influenced by her own experiences as a student. As
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she learned new information in university classes and in her field experience, 
Amy was constantly comparing that information to her own experiences as a 
student learning to read. Based on her experiences, she would either assimilate 
the new information with her background knowledge, or reject what her prior 
experiences with reading instruction were and internalize the new information.
For example, during the first interview, Amy stated, “I remember when I was in 
grade school, we had the twenty vocabulary words each week, but they would be 
tied into a book we were reading or something. So, just the way students can 
make those connections, teachers can help them to learn to read better.” Amy 
made a connection between what she was learning about making meaningful 
connections to students’ lives (Standard #12), and what she had experienced as 
a student. Amy was able to internalize information about reading and writing 
instruction by comparing and contrasting several sources, and based on her 
developing understanding of effective middle level reading and writing instruction, 
integrating the new knowledge with the old.
Carol
Carol’s field experience took place in a small, rural K-6 school. The 
classroom she participated in was a self-contained, multiage, fifth and sixth grade 
classroom. Her teacher had more than fifteen years of experience and 
integrated literature across content areas. This placement was the same 
placement that Carol had taken part in during the previous semester, so she had
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the opportunity to work with and learn from the teacher for a full school year.
This sustained exposure to an effective teacher was very beneficial for Carol’s 
development of understanding of effective middle level literacy instruction.
Variety of Reading Materials
One aspect of Carol’s understanding about how to meet the individual 
needs of her students was her understanding and use of a wide variety of 
reading materials. This corresponds with IRA/NCTE Standard #1, and NMSA 
Guideline, “Varied teaching and learning approaches” (see appendix). From the 
beginning of the semester, Carol knew that a middle level reading and language 
arts classroom should include, “books...lots of books labeled for different 
levels...maybe some areas for writing, some words up, an environment that 
would promote reading and writing” (Interview #1, 1/17/01). Carol repeatedly 
referred to the environment of the classroom throughout the semester, viewing it 
as a way to expose the students to a wide variety of print.
In addition to the environment, Carol noticed the wide variety of books that
were available to her students in her field classroom, “She has a whole shelf, and
they’re labeled...there’s tons and tons of books, so they have plenty to read. Or, 
they can pick a book from home” (Interview #2, 2/7/01). She then extended this 
when making her lesson plans, “I was probably thinking about another short story 
or poem, maybe have them write something, find some other picture books she 
doesn’t have, so that they have something different” (Interview #2, 2/7/01). In
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her observations of her cooperating teacher and in her own teaching, Carol 
demonstrated that she had internalized the IRA/NCTE Standard #1, which states 
that students should read a wide variety of materials (see Appendix A and B).
Reading Skills and Strategies Instruction
From the beginning of the semester, it was apparent that Carol had
already progressed in her understanding of effective middle level literacy 
instruction. For example, in the initial class reflection, dated January 17, Carol 
stated, “In a classroom, I think that there should be a lot of reading and writing 
occurring. Teachers should also model or show students strategies for reading 
and writing” (Reflection #1, 1/17/01). Her understanding of the importance of 
instructing students in strategies for reading and writing went from general to 
specific as the semester progressed. This is connected to IRA/NCTE Standard 
#3 and NMSA Guideline, “Varied teaching and learning approaches,” (see 
Appendix A and B). The lesson plan that she taught to the class included 
predicting and listening for a purpose. She indicated that the most significant 
thing she learned in her university classes was to teach students to use reading 
strategies as they read, using such techniques as before, during, and after, in 
which the teacher would design reading activities for before reading the text, 
during the reading of the text, and after the reading of the text. In her explanation 
for why she chose to use this strategy in her lesson plans, Carol cited material 
from her university classes as an influence on her understanding of reading
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strategy instruction, “I had never really thought about it, it was just like, OK, we’ll 
ask a few questions and then they can read it. I had never really thought about, 
like with phonics and stuff, how you could pull words from just using the 
literature, instead of like, here’s the list of words for the week. I think that’s really 
useful” (Interview #4, 4/20/01). Carol’s experiences both in the field and in her 
university classes caused her thinking about reading and writing strategy 
instruction to progress from general to specific.
Individual Needs of Students
The ability of a teacher to understand how to meet the individual needs of 
students is connected to IRA/NCTE Standard #12, which states that students 
need to read for their own purposes, and NMSA Guideline, “Educators committed 
to young adolescents” (see Appendix A and B). By the end of the semester, 
Carol was very aware that the biggest challenge facing middle level literacy 
educators is, “Trying to reach everybody... How do you reach all of them? I just 
didn’t know it would be so hard” (Interview #4, 4/20/01). Carol worked very 
closely with a student who was learning English as a second language during 
both semesters that she was in the field. This experience contributed to her 
understanding of the importance of meeting the individual needs of students, as 
well as her ability to be effective at doing so. For example, the initial interview 
asked her to describe her beliefs about the ability of all children to read and write, 
and Carol stated, “. . .every child can learn to read and write, but if they’re
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interested in it...you have to make them believe that they have the ability and 
that they can do it” (Interview #1, 1/17/01).
Many of Carol’s statements throughout the semester indicated this belief 
that teachers are facilitators of student learning, and that each teacher is 
responsible for insuring that his or her students are learning. Carol’s awareness 
of the importance of meeting the needs of individual students was evident during 
the initial interview, when asked what she takes into consideration when planning 
lessons, “I think about what my range of students are, like who would need 
something visual, who would need to be hearing things, urn, just their different 
interests” (Interview #1, 1/17/01).
As the semester progressed, Carol displayed evidence of learning how to 
meet the needs of students in her class, rather than just realizing that it was 
important. For example, when describing why she chose to put read aloud 
material on the overhead projector for the whole class to view during a lesson, 
Carol stated, “I think they needed more than just being read to, especially since it 
was factual information, so I thought it was good so they could follow along if 
they didn’t hear me” (Interview #3, 4/2/01). This statement is indicative of the 
changes Carol was making in her understanding of how to meet the individual 
needs of students. In responses to interview questions, Carol frequently referred 
to individual children in her class and how she had attempted to meet their needs 
within the context of her lessons. For example, when asked what she had
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learned in the field that had impacted her the most, Carol responded, “I think that 
what I learned was that they needed to see it, too...they just needed something 
to focus them in, and putting it on transparencies just helped out. I know there 
was this one little girl, she had a rough home life and stuff, and so she would 
really try to compensate for how she can’t read, and she’ll go back ten times until 
she gets it and doesn’t want to give up” (Interview #4, 4/20/01). Carol entered 
this semester with an understanding about the importance of meeting the 
individual needs of students, but her experiences working with individual students 
in the field, as well as her ability to apply the techniques she was learning in the 
university classes to the field, contributed to her knowledge of how to reach all of
her students.
Making Literacy Instruction Meaningful
Carol’s thinking about reading and writing instruction changed from
general to specific knowledge of strategy instruction, and she also gained a 
greater awareness of the importance of making reading and writing instruction 
meaningful to the students. This relates to IRA/NCTE Standard #12 and NMSA 
Guideline, “Curriculum that is challenging, integrative, and exploratory” (see 
Appendix A and B). Her understanding of the importance of making reading 
instruction meaningful to students also went from general to specific as the 
semester progressed. In the initial class reflection, Carol wrote, “Students can 
read, but they aren’t literate until they understand what they have read”
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(Reflection #1, 1/17/01). She knew that students had to comprehend the reading 
material in order to be literate, and this was a significant piece of understanding 
for Carol to have in the early stages of the semester. When asked to describe 
how her thinking about reading and writing instruction had changed in the final 
interview, Carol stated, “Well, I think it’s gone more in depth. I mean, I never 
really thought about it before, it was just kind of like, let’s start reading...And now, 
it’s kind of like, we need to take more time to make it meaningful and get stuff out 
of it, like vocabulary or new ways of writing” (Interview #4, 4/20/01). More 
specifically, when planning lessons and activities for the class, Carol chose to 
rely on student choice as a deciding factor for which activities the students would 
complete. Carol stated, in her rationale for giving the students choice in her 
lesson, “...it gave them choices, so they didn’t have to be like, oh, we have to 
write about this” (Interview #3, 4/2/01). Carol had witnessed very positive 
examples of making literacy instruction meaningful to the students and attempted 
to model her own teaching after what she had witnessed in the field.
Carol’s understanding of effective middle level literacy instruction was 
changed significantly as a result of her field experience and university courses. 
Her knowledge of reading skills and strategies instruction went from general to 
specific, and she learned about and applied understandings of meaningful 
literacy instruction, individual needs of students, and exposure to wide range of 
print.
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Cindy
Cindy was the only participant who changed cooperating teachers and 
schools for the semester in which this study took place. The field experience she 
participated in was in a suburban public middle school containing grades 6-8.
The school embodied the NMSA Guidelines for effective middle schools. Cindy 
participated in a sixth grade English language arts and social studies classroom. 
The school operated on a block schedule system, which meant that the teacher 
had large blocks of time available to teach language arts and social studies as 
integrated content areas. Cindy mainly taught and participated in the language 
arts classes during the time she was there. The students she taught had a 
variety of needs, and an intervention specialist was part of the teaching team to 
assist those students with special needs.
Variety of Reading Materials
Since Cindy was the only participant who transferred from a different 
school for this field experience, it is of particular interest to note the changes in 
thinking she went through based on the differing experiences. For example, one 
of the most profound changes that Cindy experienced was her appreciation for
the use of children’s literature in middle level classrooms. She stated this fact
during the final interview, “I never knew I was into children’s literature. I love it! I
knew that there were a lot of books out there, but I had no idea there were so
many ...I never realized how important it was for the kids to have books around
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them, like so many books that they have no choice but to read” (Interview #4, 
4/20/01). She repeatedly mentioned that she felt it was important to expose 
students to a wide variety of literature in the classroom, which correlates with 
IRA/NCTE Standard #1 (see appendix). It is also interesting to note that in the 
initial interview, Cindy described the previous classroom she had been in and 
indicated that there were a plethora of books on the shelves, but did not describe 
this is as being an important aspect of student learning until well into the new 
experience. Cindy also referred to her university coursework’s connection to the 
field on a consistent basis throughout the semester. Therefore, the researcher 
has concluded that a major influence on Cindy’s understanding of the importance 
of exposure to a wide variety of literature was her university coursework.
Student-Centered Instruction
For all of the participants, the term “student-centered instruction” was
unfamiliar. However, most of them were able to describe student-centered 
instruction without knowing what it was called. Cindy, in particular, commented 
on the importance of focusing instruction on student interests and needs. 
Student-centered instruction corresponds to IRA/NCTE Standards #11 and #12, 
because student-centered instruction allows students to participate in a variety of 
literacy communities and to use literacy to achieve their own purposes. Cindy 
had already developed a good understanding of what it meant to tailor a 
curriculum to meet the student’s needs, evidenced by her comment in response
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to a question about what she takes into consideration when planning a lesson, “I 
think about their interests and stuff they want to read about and stuff they enjoy 
writing like poetry” (Interview #1, 1/17/01). When asked to describe student- 
centered instruction during the initial interview, Cindy was not sure of how to 
respond at first, but eventually said, “[It would include] books about what they 
have interests in, and, um, like their hobbies and what they enjoy doing...” 
(Interview #1, 1/17/01). Cindy was able to more accurately describe student- 
centered instruction when responding to other questions unrelated to the 
concept, indicating that she had an understanding of what student-centered 
instruction was, but did not have a name for it. In order to fulfill a university class 
requirement, the participants had to create and distribute student interest surveys 
to their classes. Cindy referred to these surveys and the information about her 
students she had gained from them several times throughout the semester, 
indicating the value she saw in surveying student interests as a way to shape the 
curriculum. In the final interview, Cindy was again asked to explain her thoughts 
about student-centered instruction. This time, without hesitation, Cindy stated, “I 
think it’s the students having, like, the choice, not just choosing the books to 
read, but like students having choices on what they want to learn, and how they 
want to learn...” (Interview #4, 4/20/01). Cindy’s understanding of student- 
centered instruction was developed and extended as a result of her experiences
in class and in the field.
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Reading Aloud
Cindy developed an understanding of the importance of reading aloud to 
middle level learners based on her experiences in class and in the field. Teacher 
read alouds relate to IRA/NCTE Standard #12, and to the NMSA Guideline, 
“Teachers committed to young adolescents” (see Appendix A and B). This 
understanding grew from the initial understanding she had of the importance of 
reading aloud to young children, as is evidenced by her responses in the initial 
interview, “I think that if you read from the beginning...as you’re growing as a 
student, you want to read...my mom always had books...and read to us every 
night, and it was just a habit that we wanted to read” (Interview #1, 1/17/01). In 
addition, in response to a question about the ability of all children to read and 
write, she stated, “...reading to students, they will benefit from that, regardless if 
they’re actually getting what you say...you are working on their vocabulary and 
reading skills or whatever, regardless if they can’t comprehend it, they’re still 
listening to it and learning from that” (Interview #1, 1/17/01). As the semester 
progressed, Cindy began to notice how read alouds were beneficial to sixth 
grade students. In a class reflection in the middle of the semester, Cindy 
included reading aloud as a characteristic of an effective middle level reading 
and writing teacher (Reflection #2,1/26/01), indicating that she saw it as a 
necessary part of a middle level literacy program. Further, Cindy read aloud a 
picture book to the class during her lesson, actually relying on the read aloud to
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accomplish the objectives she had for the students. At the beginning of the 
semester, Cindy saw read alouds as a necessary part of a young child’s reading 
development, but began to include middle level learners as benefiting from this 
technique as the semester progressed.
Use of a variety of research sources
IRA/NCTE Standard #8 focuses on student use of a variety of research 
sources to pursue their interests and gain information. This also relates to NMSA 
Guideline, “Varied teaching and learning approaches” (see Appendix A and B). 
Cindy witnessed this occurring in her classroom, and this is reflected in her data. 
For example, in a description of the types of print the students were exposed to 
in her classroom, Cindy stated, “...a lot of newspaper articles and
magazines...and, urn, dictionaries, they use the dictionaries a lot, and she makes 
them look up the word if no one in the class knows the meaning of it...and, urn, 
the thesaurus” (Interview #2, 2/5//01). Cindy displayed evidence of internalizing 
these observations during a reflection on how well she thought her lesson had 
gone in the classroom. “I think if I had other additional sources, because when 
they didn’t know what [the terms] were right at the beginning, they didn’t have 
anything to say. I think if I had other sources [it would have helped]...” (Interview 
#3, 4/9/01). Cindy had also witnessed extensive use of the newspaper in her 
classroom, and mentioned this as a trait of an effective teacher of middle level 
reading and writing in the second class reflection, “An effective teacher of middle
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level literacy...brings newspapers into the classroom” (Reflection #2,1/26/01). 
Cindy had witnessed her cooperating teacher employing a wide variety of 
research sources with her students, so her understanding of the importance of 
exposing children to these materials transferred into her practice.
Cindy’s change in field experience contributed to the change in 
understanding about middle level literacy instruction that she underwent. She 
developed an understanding and appreciation for the use of a variety of research 
sources, a variety of reading materials, and teacher modeling through read 
alouds. She also developed an understanding for student-centered instruction as 
a result of the influence of her cooperating teacher.
Ashley
Ashley’s role as the only participant who was seeking an intervention 
specialist license provided some unique data to the study. Her placement was in 
a suburban junior high, containing grades seven and eight. The classroom she 
participated in was a special education resource room that included students with 
learning disabilities and developmental handicaps. Ashley participated in the 
reading and language arts classes that were taught in the resource room, as well 
as in science classes in which the students were mainstreamed into a regular 
classroom. Ashley had participated in this classroom during the previous 
semester, and it is interesting to note the change in thinking she went through 
surrounding the practices her teacher used. In the final interview, she stated,
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“Well, going from what we learned in our classes to the classroom that I’m 
in, I kind of realized that the old ways aren’t the right ways. Urn, it was the 
same thing every day, and I realized the value of mixing up instruction, 
like, not doing the same thing every day because the students were 
obviously very, very bored with it. Students are willing to try new things, 
so a lot of what I’m taking from this semester I am going to use, but I didn’t 
see a lot of what I learned” (Interview #4, 4/20/01).
Ashley commented on many occasions about how her views of the classroom 
she participated in changed so drastically as a result of the university classes. In 
fact, during the initial interview, Ashley commented,
“...when I first walked into the classroom I am in, there was a lot of round 
robin reading, that was basically all they did...and a lot of books...I think 
the wide variety of texts available to them is definitely something that 
needs to be in a special education classroom, and, urn, maybe [she could] 
do a little more than the children reading every day, every day. It could be 
varied, but I think also when you work with special education students it’s 
good for them because of the drill and practice. So, I think for the most 
part the classroom I am in is one I would want to model mine after” 
(Interview #1, 1/17/01).
This comment reveals the change Ashley was beginning to go through regarding 
what was occurring in her classroom. Initially, she still held on to her previous
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beliefs that the classroom was in line with effective practice, but the comment 
she made about varying instructional practices reflects IRA/NCTE Standard #3 
and the NMSA Guideline, “Varied teaching and learning approaches” (see 
Appendices A and B), which were being taught in the university classes. By the 
second interview, which took place during the time she was working in the field, 
Ashley observed, “[My classroom] doesn’t really correspond with the course we 
are doing now. Um, she does round robin reading every day, and that’s it.
Never does, you know, her reading aloud, or, um, anything like that, everybody 
knows how it goes every single day, and there’s never any variation from that” 
(Interview #2, 2/7/01). The change in Ashley’s thinking about the type of 
instruction occurring in her field placement is evidence of the change in 
understanding she went through as a result of the university classes about 
effective middle level literacy instruction.
Varied Reading Materials
In direct relationship to her understanding of effective middle level literacy 
instruction including varied instructional techniques was Ashley’s understanding 
that varied reading materials should be included, as well. Varied reading 
material relates to IRA/NCTE Standard #1, which states that students should 
read a wide range of print and nonprint materials, and NMSA Guideline, “Varied 
teaching and learning approaches” (see Appendix A and B). This understanding 
was present right from the start, which is evidenced by her comment during the
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initial interview that a middle school reading and language arts program should 
include “...a lot of books...the big readers...and also novels, and like short plays 
and stuff...I think the wide variety of texts available to them is definitely 
something that needs to be there, in a special education classroom” (Interview 
#1, 1/17/01). Discrepancies began to occur between what she was learning in 
the classroom and what she was witnessing in the field. As this occurred, the 
one aspect of the classroom that she could identify as coherent with what she 
was learning at the university was the variety of books available to the students. 
She identified this as being beneficial to student learning, and tried to extend the 
variety even further when she taught her lesson to the class by bringing in picture 
books, informational books, and newspaper articles related to the topic being 
studied. The texts she used in her lesson plan were recommendations from 
university professors, and texts shared by other preservice students in class.
This relates to her comment during the final interview in which she stated that the 
subject that had impacted her the most from the university classes was “...just 
the use of literature in general and how important it is” (Interview #4, 4/20/01). 
Although Ashley acknowledged witnessing a variety of literature being used in 
her field placement, she relied on information from the university classes to help 
develop her understanding of the importance of using a wide variety of reading
materials in the classroom.
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Varied Instructional Techniques
Ashley’s perspective on middle level reading and writing instruction was 
influenced in large part by her role as an intervention specialist major, and this 
came through in her responses to interview questions and class reflections. One 
of the first discrepancies she noticed between the classroom practices she was 
observing and what she was learning about effective middle level reading and 
writing instruction was the lack of variation in instructional techniques. Varying 
instructional techniques relates to IRA/NCTE Standard #3, and the NMSA 
Guideline, “Varied teaching and learning approaches” (see Appendices A and B). 
For example, the first class reflection occurred after two weeks of classes, 
previous to the field experience. Ashley’s comment in this reflection about what 
a quality middle level literacy program would include reflects what she had 
internalized at that point from her coursework. “Various activities should be 
performed. The students need variety. Simply reading out of a basal and doing 
worksheets might deter the students from giving their all” (Reflection #1,
1/17/01). The final interview occurred after the participants had completed the 
field experience, and Ashley observed about her field placement, “...it was the 
same thing every day, and I realized the value of mixing up instruction...” 
(Interview #4, 4/20/01). Ashley placed value on varied instructional techniques, 
and named it as the top characteristic of a quality middle level literacy program 
during the final interview, as the following comment indicates, “Varied instruction,
77
of course...different grouping strategies...um, obviously flexibility, I mean, you 
kinda gotta go with the punches, obviously plans are not always going to work, 
so you have to learn to be flexible, kind of roll with how they feel” (Interview #4, 
4/20/01). This comment is very revealing of Ashley’s distinctly intervention 
specialist perspective on middle level literacy instruction.
One of the techniques Ashley felt should be relied upon was reading 
aloud, which relates to the emergent category, teacher modeling. She felt that 
this would provide students with special needs another vehicle to literacy learning 
and with a positive role model for reading, as is evidenced by her comment 
during the final interview, “I mean you’re reading to them and there is a teacher 
modeling, which is what we talked about [in class], and they’re not just sitting at 
their desks staring at a text book, underlining a noun” (Interview #4, 4/20/01). 
Reading aloud was a technique Ashley felt should be included in a middle level 
literacy program, and she practiced this by including it in her lesson plan.
Ashley’s understanding of the importance of varied instructional 
techniques led to the development of additional understandings about effective 
middle level literacy instruction, such as varied reading materials, student-
centered instruction, and shared vision.
Student-centered instruction
Ashley displayed an in-depth understanding of student-centered 
instruction, which she felt should be included in a middle level reading and writing
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program. This was cited in the research as a component of effective literacy 
teaching, and relates to IRA/NCTE Standards #11 and #12, which state that 
students read for their own purposes and in a variety of literacy communities, and 
the NMSA Guideline, “Educators committed to young adolescents” (see 
Appendices A and B). As was the case with all of the participants, she did not 
necessarily identify her comments as student-centered instruction, but this was 
what she was describing. When asked during the initial interview what teacher 
behaviors she would see in a middle level reading language arts classroom, she 
stated, “The teacher is there as kind of a guide. I mean, urn, the teacher should 
be letting the children explore, you know, their learning, but you know, she 
should be there as kind of their crutch” (Interview #1,1/17/01). Later in that 
same interview, when asked what she thought student-centered instruction was, 
Ashley stated, “I think that student-centered instruction would be the students 
deciding for themselves, what they read, their pace, the activities they do...just 
allow the students to be their own instructors for some things...” (Interview #1, 
1/17/01). These two comments demonstrate that Ashley knew what student- 
centered instruction was, though unaware of the professional name for it.
Ashley also described what student-centered instruction was from the 
perspective of an intervention specialist major, meaning that she repeatedly
mentioned that instruction should be tailored to meet student needs and
interests. This directly relates to IRA/NCTE Standard #12, which states that
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students read and write for their own purposes (see Appendices A and B). When 
asked what her cooperating teacher incorporated in her classroom that would be 
considered effective practice, Ashley stated, “She’s very open to the students 
thinking aloud and voicing their own opinions, which is very good to get them 
thinking about things. Um, she lets them have choice sometimes...” (Interview 
#2, 2/7/01). This comment not only demonstrates that Ashley felt that students 
should have choice in their learning, but that she was internalizing the material 
she was learning in the university classes and applying it to what she was 
observing in the field.
To Ashley, an important part of what student-centered instruction meant 
was teaching based on the student’s interests. In the initial class reflection at the 
beginning of the semester, Ashley expressed this view when describing a quality 
middle level literacy program, “The materials chosen to be read should reflect the 
students’ interests” (Reflection #1, 1/17/01). When reflecting on how her lesson 
plan had gone, she was very sensitive to the fact that young adolescent boys, 
who made up her entire class, were not very open to having a picture book read 
to them, which is evidenced by the following comment, “I just don’t think it’s 
something I would do a lot with them...some of them are real touchy about, you 
know the fact that they’re in an LD class for a couple of periods, and I don’t know 
if I would do it again” (Interview #3, 3/28/01). This experience came up again in 
the final interview, when Ashley described the biggest challenge facing middle
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level teachers of literacy, particularly in special education, as “finding literature 
that they won’t feel is being read to them because that’s their level” (Interview #4, 
4/20/01). Ashley felt that her students would not respond well to books perceived 
as “children’s literature” being read to them. Ashley’s understanding about 
effective middle level literacy instruction was built around an understanding of the 
importance of a student-centered approach to instruction.
Beliefs about the ability of all children to learn to read and write
One of the most significant observations to note about Ashley’s 
development of understanding about effective middle level literacy instruction
were her beliefs about the abilities of children to learn to read and write. This
relates to NMSA Guideline, “An adult advocate for every student” (see Appendix 
B). Predictably, Ashley expressed strong beliefs that all children are able to learn 
to read and write with different levels of support. This was predictable because 
of her role as an intervention specialist major. However, what is especially 
interesting to note is the way in which this belief about the inherent ability of 
children to read and write permeated the rest of her statements about middle 
level literacy instruction. For example, when asked about her beliefs about the 
abilities of children to learn to read and write during the first interview, she stated,
“I obviously think, you know, being a special educator, that every child has
the capability, and if the teacher does not write them off as a
failure...that’s the only way that a child can fail...I still believe that there is
81
a certain light in every student that no matter what, they can and will 
learn...a lot of people will just write them off and say, look at that, there’s 
no way that they can learn, and I just, I don’t believe that whatsoever 
(Interview #1, 1/17/01).”
The idea of teachers not “writing students off” came up repeatedly in Ashley’s 
responses. During the third interview, which took place following a lesson she 
had taught, Ashley brainstormed ways she could help a boy in her class who was 
reading at a much lower level than all the other students, “I could sit down with 
him, and I read a sentence, then he reads a sentence” (Interview #3, 3/28/01). 
Although Ashley was unsure of the most effective teaching approach for this 
student, she was sure that an answer existed. Ashley’s beliefs about children’s 
abilities to read and write were based on positive teacher attitudes towards the 
students and teacher responsibility for discovering ways to help the students
learn.
Ashley experienced the most significant development of understanding in 
comparison to all the participants. She developed an understanding of the use of 
a variety of instructional techniques and materials. In addition, she articulated 
her beliefs about student-centered instruction and the ability of all children to 
learn to read and write. Ashley was effective at using information learned in 
university courses to evaluate what she was witnessing in her field experience.
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Summary
This chapter has presented the results of each participant’s interviews, 
written artifacts, and classroom observations, grouped based on the most 
significant categories that emerged for each participant. Additional categories 
may have been part of individual participant’s data, but only that data that was 
most significant to the participant, the field experience, and the study were 
presented here. The results showed some very different categories for each 
participant, as well as several common categories. The reasons for this and the 
implications of the results of this study will be discussed in Chapter Five.
CHAPTER V
DISCUSSION
Adolescent literacy is a critical piece of middle level education (Vacca, 
1998); therefore, it is important for teacher educators to understand the ways in 
which preservice teachers create understandings of effective middle level literacy 
instruction. Further, at least four different middle level organizational structures 
exist in which teachers will participate at the preservice, as well as the inservice 
level. Understanding the differences in literacy instruction occurring within the 
various organizational structures is an important step to determining which of the 
structures is most effective in educating young adolescents, and in creating 
understandings in preservice teachers of effective middle level literacy 
instruction. The purposes of this study were to: 1) link current middle level 
literacy research and effective practices with accepted principles and standards 
of reading and writing instruction, 2) understand the effect of a semester of 
simultaneous courses in reading and language arts instruction with a field 
experience component on preservice teacher understandings of middle level 
literacy instruction, and 3) compare the understandings of the preservice 
teachers based on the middle level organizational structure in which their field 
experience took place. The discussion that follows focuses on linking the results
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of the study with the three purposes of the study to draw conclusions and make 
recommendations related to middle level literacy instruction.
Linking Practices with Standards
Linking current practices with accepted standards of literacy instruction is 
one way in which to identify certain practices as effective (Moje et al., 2000). The 
participants in this study witnessed many different types of instruction occurring 
in their field placements, some of which they identified as effective, and some 
they did not feel were effective. By linking these practices with the IRA/NCTE 
Standards for the English Language Arts, this study sought to identify some of 
those practices as effective based on the research. The National Middle School 
Association Guidelines were used to analyze the organizational structures 
studied and will be discussed later in this chapter. The IRA/NCTE Standards 
were introduced to the participants in the university courses as guidelines for 
student outcomes in literacy instruction, so they were familiar with what effective 
literacy instruction should look like, according to these standards. The 
participants in this study did indeed witness, and identify as effective, practices in 
their classrooms that were aligned with the IRA/NCTE Standards.
The IRA/NCTE Standards that were most widely recognized and 
discussed by the participants were numbers 1, 3, 11, and 12. Figure 1 (page 44) 
indicates which of the IRA/NCTE Standards were most frequently mentioned and 
by which participant they were mentioned.
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Standard #1 states that “Students read a wide range of print and nonprint 
texts to build an understanding of texts, of themselves, and of the culture of the 
United States and the world; to acquire new information; to respond to the needs 
and demands of society and the workplace; and for personal fulfillment...” 
(IRA/NCTE, 1996, p.25). All of the participants commented on the importance of 
integrating a wide variety of reading materials into the curriculum, citing both field 
experiences and university courses as an influence on their increased 
understanding. Overwhelmingly, the participants felt that students should be 
exposed to a wide range of reading materials to enhance motivation and 
learning, noting it when it occurred in their classrooms and integrating a wide 
variety of literature into their lesson plans. This was witnessed by the 
participants in the field, and they chose to integrate it into their own lesson plans. 
The organizational structure of the field placement did not influence whether or 
not this occurred, as all six participants chose to use a wide variety of materials 
in their lessons. Integrating a wide variety of materials is connected to the 
IRA/NCTE Standard #1. Therefore, exposing middle level students to a wide 
range of print and nonprint materials can be considered an effective practice for 
middle level literacy instruction.
All six of the participants also became very knowledgeable about reading 
skills and strategies instruction. This practice can be connected to IRA/NCTE 
Standard #3, which states, “Students apply a wide range of strategies to
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comprehend, interpret, evaluate, and appreciate texts. They draw on their prior 
experience, their interactions with other readers and writers, their knowledge of 
word meaning and of other texts, their word identifications strategies, and their 
understanding of textual features” (IRA/NCTE, 1996, p.25). Strategies frequently 
mentioned by the participants as beneficial to young adolescent literacy learning 
pertained to the use of students’ prior knowledge, vocabulary instruction, phonics 
instruction, and various grouping strategies. Again, participants both witnessed 
this occurring in the field and learned about it in the university classes. The 
participants were very expressive regarding the practices that they felt their 
cooperating teachers should be using in their classrooms, and would suggest 
possibilities to the researcher in the interviews. This was an indication that the 
participants had internalized the concept and were aware of appropriate reading 
skills and strategies to teach in a middle level classroom. For this reason, as well 
as the fact that teaching reading skills and strategies is connected to IRA/NCTE 
Standard #3, this can be considered an effective practice for young adolescent 
literacy instruction.
IRA/NCTE Standards #11 and #12 were often commented on in
conjunction with one another in the interviews. Standard #11 states, “Students 
participate as knowledgeable, reflective, creative, and critical members of a 
variety of literacy communities” (IRA/NCTE, 1996, p.25), and Standard #12 
states, “Students use spoken, written, and visual language to accomplish their
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own purposes” (IRA/NCTE, 1996, p.25). All of the participants felt strongly that 
literacy instruction at the middle level should be tied to the students’ interests, 
which was also linked to the need to allow students to explore literacy in a variety 
of ways. The participants commented on the importance of integrating literacy 
across the curriculum, so that students were practicing and learning literacy skills 
in all of their classes. The participants also commented multiple times on the 
importance of grouping students in various ways to allow them to work with 
partners, in small groups, or in large groups on literacy skills. In addition, several 
of the participants indicated the importance of students reading and writing at 
home, as well as at school.
When describing literature or approaches they used in their lesson plans, 
participants consistently referred to the interests of the students in their class as 
a main reason for their choices. The participants also identified ways in which 
their cooperating teachers attempted to teach to student interests. In addition, 
the participants mentioned methods, such as student interest surveys, that they 
learned in university courses. Ashley, the intervention specialist major, was most 
aware of the need to tailor instruction to student needs and abilities, though the 
rest of the participants held this in high regard, as well.
Several other IRA/NCTE Standards were also commented on during the 
interviews, such as #2, which refers to exposure to a wide variety of genres, #8, 
which refers to the variety of research sources students should employ, and #10,
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which refers to students learning English as a Second Language. Two 
participants made comments related to IRA/NCTE Standard #2, and one each to 
#8 and #10. The participants that commented on these standards made these 
comments in response to unique situations in each of their field placement 
classrooms. Since none of the other participants commented on these practices, 
the significance of these effective practices in middle level literacy instruction, for 
the purposes of this study, is undetermined. However, they were identified by 
those participants who witnessed them as effective in their classrooms.
Overall, practices related to IRA/NCTE Standards #1, #3, #11, and #12 
were most frequently commented on in the data; therefore, exposing students to 
a wide range of reading materials, instructing students in reading skills and 
strategies, asking students to participate in a variety of literacy communities, and 
teaching based on student interests can be determined as effective practices for 
middle level literacy instruction.
Influences on Preservice Teachers’ Construction of Understandings about 
Effective Middle Level Literacy Instruction
Current research on the influence of field experiences on preservice 
teachers suggests that, when completed in conjunction with university courses, 
the field experience has a greater impact on the preservice teachers’ 
construction of understandings than the university coursework (Manning, 1989- 
90). However, the results of this study suggest that the university courses had
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an equal or greater influence on the preservice teachers as the field experience 
did. Particularly when the preservice teachers were paired with cooperating 
teachers whose practices were not in line with what the participants were 
learning in university classes, the preservice teachers tended to question the 
cooperating teacher’s methods, rather than the material the university courses 
were teaching. Participants viewed cooperating teachers who demonstrated 
practices they were learning in university classes as more effective than those 
who did not. This indicates that the participants were internalizing the 
information taught in the university courses and expected to see it in practice in
the field.
Two of the participants, Amy and Carol, developed in the area of 
professional language (Chapter Four, p. 58 & 63). Increasingly throughout the 
semester, they employed terms learned in university classes to describe what 
was occurring in the field. These two participants entered the semester with 
knowledge about literacy instruction already, in part due to the previous 
semester’s field experience. The fact that these participants expanded their 
professional language vocabulary during this semester reflects their application 
of material learned in university courses.
Carol and Cindy were two participants who spoke in greater detail about 
their experiences in the field than in the university courses. For Carol, this was 
due to the fact that she respected the methods her cooperating teacher used.
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The researcher observed Carol relying on her cooperating teacher’s expertise 
when teaching her own lesson plans. The match between preservice and 
cooperating teacher was a good one; therefore, Carol was one student whose 
experience was in line with the research that suggests preservice teachers 
believe they learn more from their cooperating teachers than from their university
courses.
Cindy was the only participant who changed field experience teachers and 
schools from the previous semester. The change in venues for Cindy caused her 
to change in her understanding of literacy instruction. She respected her 
previous cooperating teacher, but the new cooperating teacher she was placed 
with challenged her previous understandings by presenting her with new 
methods and theories about literacy instruction. Cindy described the first 
experience as a print rich environment, but indicated that she saw much more 
integration of literature across content areas in her new placement (see Chapter 
Four, p. 69). Cindy spoke about how the different perspectives she was able to 
witness in her field experiences caused her to change her thinking about middle 
level literacy instruction. Therefore, although she did refer to material she had 
learned in university courses, Cindy was profoundly influenced by her field 
experience.
Overall, the participants were influenced by both their field experiences 
and their university courses. They were able to apply material learned in the
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university courses to the field experience, using it to evaluate their cooperating 
teacher’s methods, and integrating it into their lesson plans.
Middle Level Organizational Structures 
Middle school principles and practices were witnessed in all four of the
organizational structures studied. The NMSA Guidelines most frequently 
commented on by the participants were: educators committed to young 
adolescents; a shared vision; an adult advocate for every student; curriculum that 
is challenging, integrative, and exploratory; and varied teaching and learning 
approaches. Only one of the participants, Amy, who was placed in a middle 
school model that embraced the NMSA Guidelines, commented on all five of 
these guidelines. Ashley, placed in a junior high school structure, made 
comments related to the NMSA Guidelines in her interviews, which did not, for 
the most part, originate in what she was witnessing in the field, but rather in her 
knowledge about what she knew should be occurring in a middle level school. 
Overall, however, the participants were experiencing the NMSA Guidelines on 
some level in their schools, regardless of the organizational structures. This 
validated the research that stated, “Effective middle school practices show up in 
K-8 schools of 150 students as well as in 6-8 schools of 1,500 students” (Swaim, 
1996, p.60). The National Middle School Association also supported this claim, 
stating that a focus on developmentally responsive curriculums that meet the 
unique needs of adolescents, not the grade configuration of the school,
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characterizes an effective middle level environment (NMSA, 1996). The results 
of this study support this research because all of the participants were not only 
aware of middle school principles and practices, but witnessed them in their field 
experiences.
The organizational structure of the field experience schools also did not 
profoundly influence the participants’ development of understandings about 
effective middle level literacy instruction. This was due, in part, to the influence 
the university coursework had on the preservice teachers’ construction of 
understandings. Participants who were placed in the middle school 
organizational structure, the elemiddle organizational structure, and the 
elementary organizational structure learned about effective middle level literacy 
instruction in similar ways to each other. The participants commented equally on 
both the cooperating teachers’ and the university courses’ influences on their 
development of understandings about what effective middle level literacy
instruction looks like.
The only organizational structure that did not appear to positively influence 
the participants’ understanding of literacy instruction was the junior high 
structure. Ashley used the IRA/NCTE Standards she was learning about in her 
university courses to determine that she was not witnessing instruction aligned 
with the standards in her classroom, and attempted to integrate them into her 
own teaching. Ashley’s school was organized as a junior high school structure,
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which meant that it contained seventh and eighth grades and was
departmentalized. The research states that increasingly, junior high schools are 
converting to middle schools, because o f the developmentally responsive 
principles and practices on which middle school theory is built Ashley’s 
experience supports this research, and may indicate that the junior high school 
structure does not demonstrate practices aligned with standards.
Recommendations
This study was designed to fulfill a need for further research on the 
relationship of middle level organizational structures to the development of 
preservice teachers’ understandings about effective middle level literacy 
instruction. Based on the results of this study, several recommendations for 
preservice teacher preparation programs can be made:
1) Preservice teachers of middle level learners need to witness 
quality middle level literacy instruction occurring in field 
experiences which complement university coursework. The 
participants in this study who participated in field experiences 
that were aligned with the same standards being taught in the 
university courses learned more about quality literacy instruction 
than those that were not. In addition, the alignment of the field 
experiences and the university courses allowed the participants
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to be influenced equally by both components, since the basic 
philosophies were not in conflict with one another.
2) Universities need to actively seek out middle level literacy 
teachers who teach using practices aligned with current 
standards, such as the IRA/NCTE Standards for the English 
Language Arts. This will increase the chances that preservice 
teachers will witness effective practices in their field 
experiences.
3) Before placing preservice teachers in a middle level school for 
field experiences, the school should be assessed for the extent 
to which it embraces the NMSA Guidelines for Developmentally 
Responsive Middle Schools. Middle level schools that practice 
these guidelines were proven to have a more positive influence 
on the preservice teachers’ construction of understandings about 
effective middle level literacy instruction than those that did not.
The above recommendations were based on the results of this study which
showed that middle level schools that embrace the NMSA Guidelines and have
teachers that practice instruction aligned with current standards, such as the 
IRA/NCTE Standards for the English Language Arts, have a greater influence on 
preservice teachers’ construction of understandings about effective middle level
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literacy instruction. The following recommendations are for further research that 
needs to be done related to this study:
1) More research needs to be done on the effectiveness of the various 
middle level organizational structures in educating middle level 
learners. This study showed that three of the four structures studied 
were effective in educating preservice teachers about literacy 
instruction (the middle school, the elemiddle school, and the 
elementary school), while the fourth structure (the junior high school) 
was not as effective. However, more needs to be learned about how 
these various organizational structures impact the learning of middle
level students.
2) A valuable extension of this study would be to follow the preservice 
teachers into their first two years of teaching to discover how well they 
retain what they have learned about effective middle level literacy 
instruction. Comparisons could be made between the organizational 
structure their field experience took place in and how well they retain 
the information learned, as well as between the organizational 
structures they teach in during their first two years of teaching, to 
further discover the influence the organizational structure has on how 
effective the teachers are at literacy instruction.
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3) Another valuable extension of this study would be to shift the focus 
away from the preservice teachers to the cooperating teachers to 
determine what they understand as effective middle level literacy 
instruction and how they have come to those conclusions. 
Comparisons that could be made between the results of such a study 
and this study, would be valuable in determining future field 
placements for preservice teachers of middle level literacy.
The above recommendations are based on the results of this study and on 
determinations by the researcher about the need for further study in these areas.
In conclusion, teacher preparation programs need to continue to evaluate 
the field placements that they provide for preservice teachers of middle level 
literacy. By aligning current practices with accepted standards, such as the 
NMSA Guidelines for Developmentally Responsive Middle Schools and the 
IRA/NCTE Standards for the English Language Arts, middle level schools can 
demonstrate effective literacy instruction to future teachers. The benefits this 
knowledge can have for middle level learners now and into the future is 
immense, and is, after all, the most valuable contribution this study can make to
the field of education.
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APPENDIX A
IRA/NCTE Standards For The English Language Arts
The vision guiding these standards is that all students have the opportunities and 
resources to develop the language skills they need to pursue life’s goals and to 
participate fully as informed, productive members of society. These standards 
assume that literacy growth begins before children enter school as they 
experience and experiment with literacy activities -  reading and writing, and 
associating spoken words with their graphic representations. Recognizing this 
fact, these standards encourage the development of curriculum and instruction 
that make productive use of the emerging literacy abilities that children bring to 
school. Furthermore, the standards provide ample room for the innovation and 
creativity essential to teaching and learning. They are not prescriptive for 
particular curriculum instruction.
Although we present these standards as a list, we want to emphasize that 
they are not distinct and separable; they are, in fact, interrelated and should be 
considered as a whole.
1. Students read a wide range of print and nonprint texts to build an 
understanding of themselves, and of the cultures of the United States 
and the world; to acquire new information; to respond to the needs and 
demands of society and the workplace; and for personal fulfillment. 
Among these texts are fiction and nonfiction; classic and contemporary 
works.
2. Students read a wide range of literature from many periods in many 
genres to build an understanding of the many dimensions (e.g., 
philosophical, ethical, aesthetic) of human experience.
3. Students apply a wide range of strategies to comprehend, interpret, 
evaluate, and appreciate texts. They draw on their prior experience, 
their interactions with other readers and writers, their knowledge of 
word meaning and of other texts, their word identification strategies, 
and their understanding of textual features (e.g., sound-letter 
correspondence, sentence structure, context, graphics).
4. Students adjust their use of spoken, written, and visual language (e.g., 
conventions, style, vocabulary) to communicate effectively with a 
variety of audiences and for different purposes.
5. Students employ a wide range of strategies as they write and use 
different writing process elements appropriately to communicate with 
different audiences for a variety of purposes.
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6. Students apply knowledge of language structure, language 
conventions (e.g. spelling and punctuation), media techniques, 
figurative language, and genre to create, critique, and discuss print and 
nonprint texts.
7. Students conduct research on issues and interests by generating ideas 
and questions, and by posing problems. They gather, evaluate, and 
synthesize data from a variety of sources (e.g., print and nonprint texts, 
artifacts, people) to communicate their discoveries in ways that sut 
their purpose and audience.
8. Students use a variety of technological and informational resources 
(e.g, libraries, databases, computer networks, video) to gather and 
synthesize information and to create and communicate knowledge.
9. Students develop and understanding of and respect for diversity in 
language use, patterns, and dialects across cultures, ethnic groups, 
geographic regions, and social roles.
10. Students whose first language is not English make use of their first 
language to develop competency in the English language arts and to 
develop understanding of content across curriculum.
11. Students participate as knowledgeable, reflective, creative, and critical 
members of a variety of literacy communities.
12. Students use spoken, written, and visual language to accomplish their 
won purposes (e.g. for learning, enjoyment, persuasion, and the 
exchange of information).
Source: National Council of Teachers of English and International Reading 
Association. (1996). Standards for the English Language Arts. Newark, 
DE & Urbana, IL: Author, p.25
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APPENDIX B
NMSA Guidelines
National Middle School Association believes:
Developmentai.lv responsive middle level schools are characterized by:
Educators committed to young adolescents
A shared vision
High expectations for all
An adult advocate for every student
Family and community partnerships
A positive school climate
T herefore, developmentally responsive middle level schools provide:
Curriculum that is challenging, integrative, and exploratory
Varied teaching and learning approaches
Assessment and evaluation that promote learning
Flexible organizational structures
Programs and policies that foster health, wellness, and safety
Comprehensive guidance and support services
Source: National Middle School Association. (1995). This We Believe: 
Developmentally Responsive Middle Schools. Columbus, OH: Author, p.11
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APPENDIX C
Interview Guide
Interview #1.
1. When you walk into a middle level reading and language arts classroom, 
what do you see?
2. When you plan a reading and language arts lesson, what different 
perspectives do you think about?
3. Describe a shared vision amongst cross-disciplinary team members 
concerning literacy instruction.
4. Describe your beliefs about children being able to learn to read and write. 
Answer that same question in relation to children with severe disabilities.
5. Describe student-centered instruction in a literacy classroom.
Interview #2.
1. Describe your classroom to me.
2. What kind of things will you do to support what your cooperating teacher is 
already doing in the classroom?
3. What kind of things would you like to try that are different from what your 
cooperating teacher is already doing?
4. What kind of things are you seeing that are in line with what you think of 
as effective practice?
5. What types of materials are the students exposed to in your Qlassroom?
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Interview #3.
1. Why did you choose to teach this lesson in this way?
2. What would be your next step in this lesson?
3. How did you evaluate the students?
4. What kind of decisions did you make as you taught the lessons?
5. If you were to teach this lesson again, what would you do differently?
Interview #4.
1. What do you think of as effective middle level literacy instruction?
2. What have you learned in the field that impacted your thinking the most?
3. What have you learned in the courses that impacted your thinking the
most?
4. What have you learned about student evaluation?
5. What do you think is the biggest challenge that literacy educators face?
6. Describe a shared vision concerning literacy instruction. What is the 
English language arts teacher’s role in that?
7. Describe your beliefs about children being able to learn to read and write.
8. What did you take into consideration as you planned your lessons?
9. Describe student-centered instruction.
10. How has your thinking about literacy instruction changed this semester
overall?
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APPENDIX D
Observation Guide
Varied Learning Opportunities:
Monitoring Student Progress:
Understanding of Subject Matter:
IRA/NCTE Standards seen:
#1 #7
#2 #8
#3 #9
#4 #10
#5 #11
#6 #12
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APPENDIX E
Class Assignment
Eight Principles of Literacy Learning
Children need: In my classroom, I:
1. To understand the purposes of literacy 
so they can fully appreciate and enjoy 
literacy in their lives.
2. To hear written language so they can 
leam its structure and take in new 
information and ideas.
3. To become aware of the sounds of 
language, to enjoy those sounds, and to use 
this knowledge as a tool in becoming 
literate.
4. To have many experiences working 
with written symbols so they can leam how 
to look at letters and use this information to 
read and write.
5. To explore words and learn how words 
work so they can use this information 
effectively and efficiently in reading and 
writing.
6. To leam the conventions of print and 
how books work so they can use this 
knowledge as readers and writers.
7. To read and write continuous text so 
they can use and expand their knowledge 
about letters, sounds, words, and language
8. To develop flexibility and fluency to 
enhance comprehension and enjoyment of 
reading and writing.
R p f n r  t n  W o r d  C t r i n l r r  O n p
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APPENDIX F
Survey
MIDDLE YEARS COHORT FIELD RESPONSE
1, NAME: 
2, NAME OF SCHOOL:
3- NAME OF TEACHER ;
4. SUBJECT AREA (SI YOU WILL BE TEACHING:
5. GRADE LEVEL OF YOUR FIELD EXPERIENCE:
6. WILL YOUBE WORKING WITH OTHER GRADE LEVELS OF YOUNG
ADOLESCENTS?________ ____________________________ ___________________ _________
WHAT OTHER G R A D E S ?
7. HOW MANY DAYS HAVE YOU BEEN IN th e  FIELD?______________________
8. FROM WHAT YOU KNOW SO FAR, DESCRIBE YOUR TEACHER'S TEAM.
9. DOES YOUR "TEAM" INVOLVE A SPECIAL F n iir A T n p ?
HOW IS THAT EDUCATOR INVOLVED WITH THE TEAM?
10, WHAT ARE YOUR BIGGEST CONCERNS SO EAR ABOUT THE FIELD
EXPERIENCE?
l l .  WHAT AREAS IN RELATION TO THE FIELD DO YOU HAVE THE MOST
CONFIDENCE?____________________________________________________________
12, OTHER COMMENTS:
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APPENDIX G
Letter to Participants
January 15, 2001
Dear
Thank you for agreeing to participate in the research study for my thesis at the 
University of Dayton’s Department of Teacher Education. This letter is a description of 
the research and the protection assured you.
The study is titled, “A Study of Preservice Teachers’ Understandings about Effective 
Middle Level Literacy Instruction,” and will take place over the course of the Winter,
2001 semester within the context of the Reading Cohort in which you are a student. 
Through this study, 1 hope to leam more about the differences in reading instruction 
occurring in various middle level school structures and how you, as a preservice teacher, 
develop an understanding of middle level literacy instruction.
I will be asking you to participate in taped interviews, which will be transcribed for 
my data for the study. The transcriptions will not include any identifying characteristics, 
so your identity will remain confidential. The tapes will be destroyed following the 
transcriptions, and only those involved with the study (myself and my thesis committee) 
will have access to the transcriptions.
I will also obseive you teaching and participating in your field placements 
periodically throughout your time in that classroom, and will collect written artifacts, 
such as lesson plans and class reflections to use as data for this study. Again, your 
identity will be known only to those involved in the research, and will be kept 
confidential.
Your participation in this study will not affect your grades in any of the courses that 
are a part of the Reading Cohort, nor will it affect your standing at the University in any 
other way. You are free to withdraw your consent to participate in this study at any time.
Thank you again for agreeing to work with me on my thesis as ultimately I am 
hopeful this will benefit literacy instruction at teacher preparation programs not only at 
the University of Dayton, but at other universities, as well. Please contact me at any time 
with questions or concerns at 229-3598.
Sincerely,
Mary-Kate Geraghty
I have read the letter to participants outlining my involvement in the research study titled, 
“A Study of Preservice Teachers’ Construction of Understandings about Effective Middle 
Level Literacy Instruction,” and willingly agree to participate in the study
Please print name
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APPENDIX H
Letter to Cooperating Teachers
January 29,2001
Dear
My name is Mary-Kate Geraghty, and I am a graduate student at the University of Dayton’s 
Department of Teacher Education. I am completing a master’s thesis this semester titled, “A Study of 
Preservice Teachers’ Construction of Understandings about Effective Middle Level Literacy Instruction.”
This study involves participation by six undergraduate students who are enrolled in a block of reading
methods courses this semester. One of these students,_________________ , was a participant in your
classroom last semester as a part of the Middle Childhood Cohort. Both you and this student have 
expressed interest in working together for this semester’s field experience component of 30 hours, so this 
student has been placed in your classroom for the field experience beginning on January 2901.
The research study will take place over the course of the Winter, 2001 semester within the context of 
the Reading Cohort in which the university student is enrolled. Through this study, 1 hope to leam more 
about the differences in reading instruction occurring in various middle level school structures and how 
preservice teachers come to understand middle level literacy instruction.
The undergraduate student will participate in taped interviews, which will be transcribed to analyze for 
data for the study. The transcriptions will not include any identifying characteristics, so the identity of the 
students, cooperating teachers, and school will remain confidential
I will also observe the undergraduate student teaching and participating in your class periodically 
throughout her time in your classroom, and will collect written artifacts, such as lesson plans and class 
reflections to use as data for this study. The amount of teaching and degree of participation by the 
University student will be based on course requirements and will not be altered for the purposes of this 
study. 1 will let you know in advance when 1 will be coming to observe the university student. Again, your 
identity will be known only to those involved in the research, and will be kept confidential.
Participation in this study will not affect employment. I am bound not to reveal any information 
related to professional conduct to employers You are free to withdraw your consent tor the university 
student to participate in this study at any time. Thank you again for agreeing to work with me on my thesis 
as ultimately I am hopeful this will benefit literacy instruction at teacher preparation programs not only at 
the University of Dayton, but at other universities, as well.
Please contact me at any time with questions or concerns at 229-3398.
Sincerely,
Mary-Kate Geraghty
1 have read the letter to participants outlining my involvement in the research study titled, “A Study of 
Preservice Teachers’ Construction of Understandings about Effective Middle Level Literacy Instruction,” 
and willingly agree to participate in the study
Please print name
Signature Date
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